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INTRODUCTION: PROGRESSIVE PERCEPTIONS OF EUROPE 

 

Toward a Global Perspective on Progressive Historiography 

This is a study about perceptions. It analyzes the complex ways in which two of the most 

influential American historians of the Progressive Era (1890s-1920s) perceived the Old 

World. Frederick Jackson Turner and Charles Austin Beard are still considered icons of the 

American historical guild. Their work greatly influenced the ways in which Americans 

perceived their country during the first half of the twentieth century. The impact of their 

theories and historiographical innovations is still felt today by everyone interested in the 

field. Turner’s frontier thesis of American development and Beard’s economic interpretation 

of the Constitution of the United States remain classic topics in American historiography. 

Yet, their work, like Progressive historiography in general, has largely been 

understood within an exclusive American context. The work of Turner and Beard has been 

linked to notions of American cultural preponderance, exceptionalism, and intellectual 

insularity. Both historians are viewed as products of late nineteenth-century American 

nationalism. This national framework largely ignored the fact that the American nation-state  

“continued to be produced transnationally,” despite the isolationist tendencies of the post-

First World War period, as Ian Tyrrell argues.1 By this he means that the United States of 

Turner and Beard’s time was shaped through constant interaction with the rest of the world 

—especially with Europe. There is, then, a critical inconsistency between the conventional 

understanding of their work within the confines of American historiography and the strong 

sense of internationalism that was widespread in the United States during this period. 

                                           
1 Ian Tyrrell, Transnational Nation: United States History in Global Perspective Since 1789 (New 

York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 119. 
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Progressive historians in the United States were among the first who became aware of 

the political, economic, and cultural developments which originated from Europe and 

transformed the United States. Nevertheless, and despite the popularity of transnational 

history and the internationalization of American studies in recent years, no study has explored 

how Progressive historians such as Turner and Beard reacted to the challenge of the Old 

World in the time of America’s ascendancy as a world power. Moreover, no extensive 

research has been done to examine how these historians used Europe as a mental concept in 

order to define their own country historically. Apart from Ernst Breisach, who correctly puts 

the experiment of Progressive historiography in a wider search for a New History that would 

transcend the borders of America and attempt to “reconcile the universalizing tendencies of 

scientific culture with different national and cultural contexts,” we still perceive Turner and 

Beard as commentators of American life with little interest in the world outside their own 

country. 2 

This thesis argues that the dominant interpretation of Turner and Beard has been 

informed by a parochial approach that focuses on the nation and neglects their broader 

intellectual horizons. These influential historians of the nineteenth century were much more 

engaged with the Old World than conventional knowledge suggests.  

By neglecting their transatlantic focus, such a reading has led to a misinterpretation of 

Turner and Beard, in particular, and of Progressive history in general. Although they both 

expressed nationalistic sentiments and exceptionalist ideas during their long careers, this was 

only part of their intellectual development. This dissertation challenges the dominant 

narrative by revisiting the intellectual growth and formation of these canonical American 

historians in their constant dialogue with European cultural experience and traditions. It 

                                           
2 Ernst A. Breisach, American Progressive History: An Experiment in Modernization (Chicago: The 

University of Chicago Press, 1993), 3. 
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attempts to lift Progressive historiography from its isolated status and underline its 

fundamental transatlantic focus by exploring the constant presence of Europe as a theme in 

Turner and Beard’s thought.  

 

National Perspectives on Progressive Historiography  

There is a specific reason why many American historians, including Turner and Beard, are 

remembered as insular intellectuals and exponents of American exceptionalism. The latter 

has been a pervasive concept throughout American history. Its fundamental tenet is that the 

United States is a unique country with a messianic mission. In this perception, it is 

exceptional, i.e. different from and, in most cases, superior to other countries. In his classic 

study American Exceptionalism, Lipset its roots to the country’s revolutionary beginnings. As 

the world’s first colony to become independent, the United States was “the first new nation.”3 

What made America unique, he argues, are the ideals of liberty, egalitarianism, 

individualism, populism, and laissez-faire.4 These traits have been defined as the opposite of 

Europe’s characteristics: oppression, stratification, communal life, elitism, and socialism. 

According to Deborah Madsen, the idea that America was destined to be exceptional can be 

traced to the foundations of the country. Puritans in the Massachusetts Bay Colony, Madsen 

reminds us, believed they were people of destiny. Their intention was to “create in the New 

World a church and society that would provide the model for all the nations of Europe as they 

struggled to reform themselves (a redeemer nation).”5 Notwithstanding its many 

                                           
3 This is a contested argument. The Netherlands, born in the sixteenth century as a republic in a world 

of monarchies, preceded the United States and had a modern economy even before the Industrial 

Revolution. See Jan de Vries and Ad van der Woude, The First Modern Economy: Success, Failure, 

and Perseverance of the Dutch Economy, 1500-1815 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1997). 
4 Seymour Martin Lipset, American Exceptionalism: A Double-Edged Sword (New York: W.W. 

Norton & Company, 1996), 18-19. 
5 Deborah L. Madsen, American Exceptionalism (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1998), 1. 
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transformations, exceptionalism has permanently influenced ideas about the identity of 

America and its citizens throughout time.6  

From governor John Winthrop’s statement that colonists in America had been chosen 

by God to establish “a City upon a Hill,” to the American revolutionaries who threw a mighty 

European empire out of their continent and challenged the Old World norms by establishing 

the first modern democracy. From the ideology of Manifest Destiny which rationalized the 

destruction of indigenous populations by arguing that Anglo-Americans were destined to 

conquer the American continent to Abraham Lincoln heralding the United States as the last 

best hope of mankind.7 The history of the United States is filled with such moments and 

narratives that emphasize the country’s uniqueness and its superiority over Europe. 

Many American historians took the exceptional reading of these narratives for 

granted, which is why David Noble labelled them “historians against history.” Noble argues 

that from George Bancroft onward, American historians have tended tended to underline “the 

ahistorical uniqueness of America.” According to Noble, they have not just been historians 

but theologians who attempted to keep the nation attached to its exceptional destiny or 

Jeremiahs, who considered it their responsibility to warn the country every time it was about 

to relapse into European cultural patterns.8 According to the conventional reading of Turner 

and Beard mentioned above, both historians have shared in this ahistorical, isolationist, and 

anti-European mentality. When Turner wrote about the frontier thesis of American 

development, which traced American identity to westwards expansion, and when Beard 

                                           
6 Deborah L. Madsen, American Exceptionalism, 1. 
7 See Francis J. Bremer, John Winthrop: America’s Forgotten Founding Father (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2003), Gordon S. Wood, The Radicalism of the American Revolution (New York: 

Alfred A. Knopf, 1992), Anders Stephanson, Manifest Destiny: American Expansionism and the 

Empire of Right (New York: Hill and Wang, 1995). 
8 David W. Noble, Historians Against History: The Frontier Thesis and the National Covenant in 

American Historical Writing Since 1830 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1965), 3-4. 
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defended isolationism in international relations and celebrated the establishment of a unique 

American civilization, they were, we have been told, following this tradition. 

This exceptionalist interpretation of Turner and Beard’s writings has also been 

influenced by the canonical studies of the Progressive Era which have discussed the 

developments of the period as essentially American in nature. Richard Hofstadter and Robert 

Wiebe’s classical works, and even more recent studies by Michael McGerr and Jackson 

Lears, offer valuable insights into the political, social, cultural, and economic aspects of the 

time.9 However these authors avoid a discussion of the international aspects of Progressivism. 

Hofstadter, for example, is correct in his assertion that the aim of the Progressive movement 

was to “restore a type of economic individualism and political democracy that was widely 

believed to have existed earlier in America and to have been destroyed by the great 

corporation and the corrupt political machine,” yet, he fails to see that the rise of corporations 

and the corruption which became in many cases endemic in the relations between politics and 

business were not restricted to American borders.10 They were undesired side effects of the 

forces of industrialism and of modernization, which transformed societies throughout the 

western world, and even beyond it, during the nineteenth century.  

Moreover, by neglecting Europe in their interpretation of late nineteenth-century 

America, these studies have ignored the centrality of the Old World in worldwide political, 

social, and cultural developments during this century. As Jürgen Osterhammel underlines in 

his seminal study about the global transformation of the world during this period, “never had 

changes originating in Europe achieved such impact on the rest of the world…The nineteenth 

                                           
9 Richard Hofstadter, The Age of Reform: From Bryan to F.D.R (New York: Vintage Books, 1971), 

Robert H. Wiebe, The Search for Order, 1877-1920 (New York: Hill and Wang, 1967), Michael 

McGerr, A Fierce Discontent: The Rise and Fall of the Progressive Movement in America, 1870-1920 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2005) and Jackson Lears, Rebirth of a Nation: The Making of 

Modern America, 1877-1920 (New York: Harper Collins, 2009). Note that McGerr has been critical 

of transnational history. See Michael McGerr, “The Price of ‘New Transnational History,’” The 

American Historical Review 96, no. 4 (Oct., 1991), 1056-1067. 
10 Hofstadter, The Age of Reform, 5. 
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century was a European one also in the sense that other continents took Europe as their 

yardstick.”11 In this respect, political events that influenced the formation of the Progressive 

movement, such as corporate consolidation, urbanization and the emergence of a growing 

working class, in fact, troubled most parts of the world. If some Americans believed that class 

conflict had never crossed the Atlantic (a fundamental tenet of American exceptionalism), the 

great strikes of the Progressive Era — the Homestead lockout of 1892, the Pullman strike of 

1894, and the anthracite strike of 1902 — made many of them change their minds and 

recognize that they shared problems and anxieties with Europeans.  

 

Challenging the Nation: Transnational History 

In reaction to the conventional understanding of the period, a great number of studies, already 

from the late 1980s, have explored the Progressive Era in relation to the European 

experience. Historians such as James Kloppenberg and Daniel Rodgers, among others, have 

discussed the connections between American Progressivism and European socialism and the 

networks of communication between intellectuals and reformers on both sides of the 

Atlantic.12 Their work fits within a broader approach of transnational American 

historiography which, according to one of its prominent scholars, stresses that “other histories 

are implicated in American history, and the United States is implicated in other histories. This 

is not only true of this present day of globalization; it has been since the fifteenth century, 

when the world for the first time became self-consciously singular.”13 These scholars have 

                                           
11 Jürgen Osterhammel, The Transformation of the World: A Global History of the Nineteenth Century 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014), xx. 
12 James T. Kloppenberg, Uncertain Victory: Social Democracy and Progressivism in European and 

American Thought, 1870-1920 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), Daniel T. Rodgers, 

Atlantic Crossings: Social Politics in a Progressive Age (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard 

University Press, 1998). 
13 Thomas Bender, “Historians, the Nation, and the Plenitude of Narratives,” in Thomas Bender, ed., 

Rethinking American History in a Global Age (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 6. 
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revisited American history while challenging older historical approaches which studied the 

American nation as a distinct entity. In this respect, they have revitalized the field of 

American history through a methodological approach which addresses issues raised by 

globalization and the interconnectedness during the last decades of the twentieth century.14  

However, the increasing number of transatlantic approaches to the Progressive Era have 

not been translated into similar explorations of Progressive historiography. This is surprising 

as Turner, Beard, and their brethren focused on elements of American life that were 

essentially global: an economic understanding of history, an appreciation of common people 

as historical agents, and a focus on conflicts of interest as fundamental elements in the 

formation of the United States. Thus, the inability to acknowledge the internationalist 

foundations of Progressive history has led to misinterpretations of the most crucial periods of 

American intellectual development. This means that our understanding of Turner and Beard, 

canonical figures in the American historical guild and constant points of reference in the 

field, has been distorted. As this study argues, a detailed examination of their work shows 

that, in comparison to the standard textbook reading of their work which presents them as 

American historians of America, both scholars reflected and struggled to understand the 

historical relations between the United States and Europe. They examined both the past and 

the present of the Old World in order to find examples or paradigms which their countrymen 

                                           
14 See, among others, besides the works mentioned above: Richard F. Kuisel, Seducing the French: 

The Dilemma of Americanization (Berkeley, Los Angeles, Oxford: University of California Press, 

1993), Rob Kroes, If You’ve Seen One, You’ve Seen the Mall: Europeans and American Mass Culture 

(Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1996), Richard Pells, Not Like Us: How Europeans 

Have Loved, Hated, and Transformed American Culture (New York: Basic Books, 1997), David 

Thelen, ed., “The Nation and Beyond: Transnational Perspectives on United States History: A Special 

Issue,” The Journal of American History 86, no.3 (Dec., 1999): 953-1515, Victoria De Grazia, 

Irresistible Empire: America’s Advance through Twentieth-Century Europe (Cambridge, Mass: 

Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2005), Thomas Bender, A Nation Among Nations: 

America’s Place in World History (New York: Hill and Wang, 2006), Robert W. Rydell and Rob 

Kroes, Buffalo Bill in Bologna: The Americanization of the World, 1869-1922 (Chicago and London: 

The University of Chicago Press, 2006), Mary Nolan, The Transatlantic Century: Europe and 

America, 1890-2010 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012) and David W. Ellwood, The 

Shock of America: Europe and the Challenge of the Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012). 
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could find profitable. Europe, as a mental concept and as a mirror on which they projected 

their anxieties regarding the future of their own country, stood out as a powerful reference 

culture, with which they constantly compared the United States both positively and 

negatively.  

 

Aims: Redefining Progressive History and its Relevance Today 

This project, then, hopes to contribute to the study of transatlantic relations during the 

Progressive Era. By suggesting a new reading of Turner and Beard’s work it will argue that 

Progressive historiography was fully engaged in the development of the western world, as the 

Progressive movement itself was. Moreover, the study of transnational perspectives will also 

be profitable to our comprehension of present day issues. Recent commentators have stressed 

similarities between the Progressive Era and our own times. The Occupy Wall Street and the 

Tea Party movements that recently shook the American political scene and offered 

momentum to the rise of politicians such as Bernie Sanders and Donald Trump respectively 

may be seen as successors to the Populist and the Progressive movements that protested 

injustice in late nineteenth-century America. At the same time, a century after the First World 

War, a lack of balance in the world has made itself felt again and old questions regarding the 

position of the United States in world affairs have been revitalized. Ever since Paul Kennedy 

published his classic study on the rise and fall of the great powers, scholars have debated the 

end of American preponderance.15 Recent events such as the crises in Ukraine and the Middle 

East and the rising of new powerhouses like China have challenged the position of the United 

States as a political, cultural, and economic superpower. Simirarly, Frederick Jackson Turner 

and Charles Beard commented on the transatlantic realities of their own era, which 

                                           
15 See Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers: Economic Change and Military Conflict 

from 1500 to 2000 (New York: Vintage Books, 1987) and Fareed Zakaria, The Post-American World 

(New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 2008). 
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experienced the rise of the United States and the subsequent diminishment of European 

influence.  By focusing on images of Europe in their work, this study will address crucial 

issues that are relevant to our own times: the origins of transatlantic cultural dialogue, the role 

of Europe in the construction of American identity, the concept of empire as discussed during 

America’s ascendancy to world power status, the debates regarding America’s position in an 

increasingly interdependent world, and the conflict between notions of pro- and anti-

Europeanism in the American mind at a time of accelerating globalization.  

 

Theoretical Framework: Transnationalism, Imagology and Reference Cultures 

The theoretical framework of this study draws from several concepts, in particular 

transnationalism, imagology, and reference cultures. Each of these theoretical approaches is 

concerned with cultural linkages or perceptions of the Other. Transnationalism, a popular 

term in the humanities during the last twenty years, focuses on economic, social, political, 

and cultural connections between peoples, places, and institutions around the world.16 It 

essentially argues that these connections transcend national borders. In the words of Steven 

Vertovec, transnationalism “describes a condition in which, despite great distances and 

notwithstanding the presence of international borders…certain kinds of relationships have 

been globally intensified and now take place paradoxically in a planet-spanning yet common 

                                           
16 There is a vast bibliography on transnationalism and cross-cultural contacts. Besides the works that 

have already been mentioned, see Jerry H. Bentley, Old World Encounters: Cross-Cultural Contacts 

and Exchanges in Pre-Modern Times (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 

Patricia Clavin ed., “Theme Issue: Transnational Communities in European History, 1920-1970,” 

Contemporary European History 14, no. 4 (Nov., 2005): 421-614, Ann Curthoys and Mairilyn Lake, 

eds., Connected World: History in Transnational Perspective (Canberra: ANU E Press, 2005), Akira 

Iriye and Pierre-Yves Saunier, eds., The Palgrave Dictionary of Transnational History (Basingstoke: 

Palgrave MacMillan, 2009), Patricia Clavin, “Time, Manner, Place: Writing Modern European 

History in Global, Transnational and International Contexts,” European History Quarterly 40, no. 4 

(2010): 624-640.  



 18 

 

—however virtual— arena of activity.”17 The concept supports the idea of movement within 

a cosmopolitan world.  

It is perhaps not surprising that one of the early uses of the term transnational appeared 

in late nineteenth-century America, when Randolph Bourne, a Progressive intellectual and 

acquaintance of Beard, published an article entitled “Transnational America.” In this work 

Bourne discarded chauvinistic Anglo-Saxon takes on American identity and argued that the 

country was destined to become a cosmopolitan nation by accommodating a variety of 

cultures.18 This early use of the concept shows the inherent inclusiveness of the Progressive 

movement. Although the definition of transnationalism has changed over the years and the 

term has been used to describe a variety of things, the concept, in general, has been useful in 

helping the humanities to overcome older approaches that focused on the nation-state as the 

sole analytical entity.  This study of Turner and Beard’s perceptions of Europe is informed by 

such an approach, to the extent that it shows how these historians were introducing ideas 

from the Old World to the United States. Their exploration of other countries showed to their 

fellow Americans the importance of remaining knowledgeable about the political and cultural 

whereabouts of peoples beyond the American borders. 

Yet, seen from another perspective the term is also problematic for the present study. 

First of all, the concept suggests an intellectual transcending of national or nationalist 

perspectives. Although it can be useful for an analysis of those parts of Turner and Beard’s 

work in which they discuss connections between the United States and specific European 

countries, it is problematic in a study that focuses on American images of Europe as a whole. 

Another possible term such as transcontinental is also only partially applicable to this study. 

Even though the focus is on the understanding of the Old World by the New, the latter refers 

                                           
17 Steven Vertovec, Transnationalism  (London and New York: Routledge, 2009), 3. 
18 Randolph Bourne, “Transnational America,” Atlantic Monthly 118 (July 1916), 86-97. 
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solely to the United States here. Moreover, in many of their writings, the two Progressive 

historians examine transatlantic relations from the early beginnings of America, long before 

the rise of the concept of the nation state. Ian Tyrrell argues that the term is not suitable for 

connections that describe the colonial period of America. “For these interactions,” he 

suggests, “the broader term of intercultural history, or ‘connected’ or ‘entangled’ history,” is 

more appropriate.”19 Finally, as Van Eijnatten argues, its overuse as a theoretical approach 

has made transnationalism a hype while its focus on motion ignores “robust collective 

mentalities” that are stable points of cultural reference.20 However, despite the fact that such 

criticism should be kept in mind, the term cannot be discarded as transnational connections 

are the historical context against which such collective mentalities can be properly 

understood. 

Images, perceptions, and stereotypes are also important concepts in this study. As 

historians, Turner and Beard articulated their own depictions of Europe which were based on 

the historical sources available to them and on their own beliefs and principles. Moreover, the 

concept of exceptionalism, which is debated throughout this dissertation, is largely based on 

stereotypes and fictional portrayals of the particular entity that is supposed to be exceptional 

excluding those entities that are not seen as exceptional. Images, perceptions, and stereotypes 

describe mental pictures and preconceptions which can become organized mental maps in the 

mind of thinkers who reflect on places, countries, or peoples. These can be real or entirely 

fictional, although what is real may also be subject to stereotypes and predispositions. 

Authors do not necessarily have complete control over the thoughts they put on paper.  

                                           
19 Ian Tyrrell, “Reflections on the Transnational Turn in the United States History: Theory and 

Practice,” Journal of Global History 4, no. 3 (Nov. 2009): 461. 
20 Joris van Eijnatten, “Beyond Diversity: The Steady State of Reference Cultures,” International 

Journal for History, Culture and Modernity 3, no. 3 (Dec., 2015): 1. 
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The function of images, perceptions, and stereotypes was discussed by a Progressive 

intellectual who belonged to the same broad movement in which Turner and Beard found 

themselves. In a seminal study, published at the end of the period which we conventionally 

call the Progressive Era, Walter Lippmann pointed out that “for the most part we do not first 

see, and then define, we define first and then see… We are told about the world before we see 

it. We imagine most things before we experience them. And those preconceptions, unless 

education has made us acutely aware, govern deeply the whole process of perception.”21 

Lippmann grasped the fact that opinions of other peoples and places can be governed by our 

own culture and by notions which have been imposed upon us by our environment. Although 

he felt, as a proper Progressive, that education could save us from perpetuating stereotypes, 

he also acknowledged that stereotypes can have a defensive function: “they are the fortress of 

our tradition, and behind its defenses we can continue to feel ourselves safe in the position we 

occupy.”22 Around forty years after Lippmann, Cushing Strout, in the first ambitious attempt 

to study the American image of the Old World from the founding of the American nation to 

the Cold War era, wrote that “an image is not a neutral description but a mental picture, true 

or false in various degrees, which is implicated in ideas, values, feelings, and prejudices.”23 

Both these writers warn us that when we discuss perceptions of cultures, we often do not 

describe reality but instead a constructed assumption of reality.  

The study of images has, of course, been greatly developed since Lippmann or Strout’s 

time. In 1966, sociologists Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann published their 

                                           
21 Walter Lippmann, Public Opinion (New Jersey: Transaction Publishers, 1992 (First published 

1922), 81 and 90. 
22 Lippmann, Public Opinion, 96. 
23 Cushing Strout, The American Image of the Old World (New York, Evanston, and London: Harper 

and Row, 1963), ix. For studies that tackle the question of American images of Europe during the 

Progressive Era see John A. Thompson, Reformers and War: American Progressive Publicists and the 

First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), and Frank Ninkovich, Global 

Dawn: The Cultural Foundation of American Internationalism, 1865-1890 (Cambridge, Mass.: 

Harvard University Press, 2009). None of them focuses on Progressive historiography. 
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groundbreaking work The Social Construction of Reality in which they argue that people who 

live in a social system tend to create concepts, images, and mental representations of 

themselves and of others, and that, during time, these mental constructions become 

institutionalized in specific roles and actions. Eventually they become “reality.”24 Edward 

Said, in his influential studies about Orientalism, has convincingly shown how the 

construction of images can be used in order to culturally perpetuate power relations between 

empires and colonial subjects.25 Although the present study recognizes that transatlantic 

relations from the nineteenth century onward have been, to an extent, relations between 

relative equals (especially when compared to the relations between colonial rulers and 

subjects that Said had in mind), Said’s concepts are useful as Americans and Europeans have 

often come into conflict regarding the supposed superiority and inferiority of their 

civilizations, while comparing them. Such debates are evident throughout Turner and Beard’s 

writings. The notion of Occidentalism, in the sense that it refers to representations of the 

Western world similar to representations of the East in Said’s writings, can be useful here.26 

In recent years, the theoretical importance of imagology (the analysis of images) has 

increased considerably. Already from the 1960s the study of imagology was established by 

Hugo Dyserinck at Aachen University, a project that was continued as it were by Joep 

Leersen at Amsterdam. Dyserinck and Leersen co-edited the series Studia Imagologica.27 

Imagology, as Waldemar Zacharasiewicz puts it, refers to “the study of residual public 

attitudes in the prevalent images of a society and the ways of representing ethnic groups and 

                                           
24 Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the 

Sociology of Knowledge (New York: Anchor Books, 1966). 
25 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979) and Edward W. Said, Culture and 

Imperialism (New York: Vintage Books, 1993). 
26 See Ian Buruma and Avishai Margalit, Occidentalism: The West in the Eyes of its Enemies (New 

York: Penguin Books, 2004). 
27 For this project and a full list of the studies published in the series see the website of Joep Leersen: 

accessed 07/02/2016, http://www.imagologica.eu/ 
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nations.”28 In this sense, imagology does not study historical reality but mental maps and 

subjective conceptions of reality. According to Manfred Beller, the term image may be 

perceived as “the mental silhouette of the other, who appears to be determined by the 

characteristics of family, group, tribe, people, or race. Such an image rules our opinion of 

others and controls our behavior towards them.”29 Images then can function as stereotypes 

which predetermine the ways we define or perceive other cultures. In Axel Körner’s words, 

“by ‘images’ we do not just mean visual representations, but also textual metaphors and 

concepts. Like other sources used by historians to explain the social and cultural realities of 

the past, images are objectifications of subjectively constructed abstractions. They are not 

necessarily based on any direct experience of what they represent.”30 Historians, then, despite 

their claimed aim of objectivity, may also perpetuate such stereotypes which have been 

imposed upon them by their culture or education. Concepts such as hetero-images, (images 

that characterize the Other), and self-images, (those that characterize one’s own identity), are 

important elements of imagology and especially useful in a study of American perceptions of 

Europe.31 The way in which such images of Europe developed in Turner and Beard’s thought 

will be essential in this study. 

 Finally, the concept of reference cultures is fundamental for this study, as a concept 

that corrects transnationalism’s sole focus on motion and incorporates themes of imagology.32 

                                           
28 Waldemar Zacharasiewicz, Images of Germany in American Literature (Iowa: University of Iowa 

Press, 2007), 2. 
29 Manfred Beller, “Perception, Image, Imagology,” in Imagology: The Cultural Construction and 

Literary Representation of National Characters: A Critical Survey, eds. Manfred Beller and Joep 

Leerssen (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2007), 4. 
30 Axel Körner, “Introduction,” in Axel Körner, Nicola Miller, and Adam I. P. Smith, eds., America 

Imagined: Explaining the United States in Nineteenth-Century Europe and Latin America (New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 5. 
31 Manfred Beller and Joep Leerssen, “Foreword,” in Imagology, xiv. 
32 Reference cultures is an emerging concept. A pioneering project that uses reference cultures as an 

essential theoretical approach is Translantis, a joint research project of Utrecht University and the 

University of Amsterdam. See Translantis: Digital Humanities Approaches to Reference Cultures: 

The Emergence of the United States in Public Discourse in the Netherlands, 1890-1990, accessed 

07/02/2016, http://translantis.wp.hum.uu.nl/ 
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According to Van Eijnatten, “the concept addresses the fact that some cultures for decade 

after decade, if not century after century, have acted as models that other cultures imitated, 

adapted, or resisted.”33 In essence, this is exactly what the present study is about. The 

Progressive Era, during the late nineteenth century, was a period which witnessed the 

transition of cultural preponderance from Europe to the United States. Although this 

transition was not complete until after the Second World War, as David Elwood has shown, 

the seeds of this shift in global power were evident in Turner and Beard’s time, as several 

events they witnessed, such as the Spanish-American war of 1898 and the technological 

might of their country as presented in world fairs such as the 1893 World Columbian 

Exposition of Chicago, suggest.34 This shift in cultural preponderance, as this dissertation 

shows, is concretely evident in their writings: at the beginning of their intellectual career, 

both historians suggested that the role of the United States implied studying the Old World. 

However, they became progressively assured that the United States had taken on the role of 

the teacher during the first decades of the twentieth century. 

To conclude, this study will reflect on whether the one-sided emphasis on Turner and 

Beard as historians of nationalistic sentiments has obscured the internationalist perspectives 

of their work. By challenging the dominant understanding of their work, the dissertation 

attempts to revise Progressive historiography and discover its essentially transatlantic focus. 

 

Structure 

                                           
33 Joris van Eijnatten, “Beyond Diversity,” 4. 
34 David W. Ellwood, “A ‘Reference Culture’ that Divides: America and the Politics of Change in the 

West from Nietzsche to Soft Power,” International Journal for History, Culture and Modernity 3, no. 

3 (Dec. 2015): 35-52. For a study which argues that Europe was the dominant reference culture from 

the late eighteenth century until the late nineteenth century see Gerard Delanty, “Europe and the 

Emergence of Modernity: The Entanglement of Two Reference Cultures,” International Journal for 

History, Culture and Modernity 3, no. 3 (Dec. 2015): 9-34. 
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The project will explore numerous published biographies, studies, and articles on the two 

historians and their era. As the major studies on both Turner and Beard were written before 

or, at least, during the time transnational history appeared as a field of research, they missed 

the focus on motion and interconnectedness that has dominated the humanities during the last 

decades. In this respect, this study will offer a fresh take on both historians by placing them 

within recent debates. The project will also focus on their published work. It is interesting to 

note here that there is a great disparity between the amount of Turner and Beard’s writings. 

Turner wrote mostly articles and a few books. He was notorious for his inability to complete 

large volumes. In fact, his last words before his death constituted an apology to his editor for 

not having been able to finish the volume on which he had worked during the last years of his 

career. On the other hand, Beard’s work can only be characterized as massive. Jack Frooman 

and David Cronon’s complete bibliography of his writings consists of twenty-one pages.35 

Despite these quantitative differences, I would argue that their work has been almost equally 

influential in the formation of American self-identity.  

Turner and Beard were not just scholars but also, and perhaps most importantly, public 

intellectuals. According to Bogue, “Turner’s contemporaries credited him with changing the 

nature of American history.”36 He disseminated his papers among the prominent intellectuals 

of his time and trained many PhDs who came to dominate American history after his passing 

and advanced his ideas. Beard wrote in many popular intellectual journals and many of his 

books became best sellers.37 They were in constant communication with the society around 

them, both as transmitters and recipients of ideas.  Turner’s frontier thesis and Beard’s studies 

on American civilization are still considered to be landmarks in American self-understanding 

                                           
35 See Jack Frooman and Edmund David Cronon, “Bibliography of Beard’s Writings,” in ed. Howard 

K. Beale, Charles A. Beard: An Appraisal (Kentucky: University of Kentucky Press, 1954), 265-286. 
36 Allan G. Bogue, Frederick Jackson Turner: Strange Roads Going Down (Norman: University of 

Oklahoma Press, 1998), 451. 
37 For the sales of Beard’s books see Beale, Charles A. Beard, 310-312. The list calculates the sales of 

Beard’s books until the mid-1950s. 
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and their concepts are still debated. By revisiting their work, this dissertation will challenge 

accepted perceptions of their work and will argue that Europe was a constant element in their 

intellectual development. It will present them as avid Europeanists in comparison to their 

conventional image as solid Americanists. 

The first part of this thesis will explore Frederick Jackson Turner’s perceptions of 

Europe. Divided into three chapters, it will explore how the concept of Europe as a reference 

culture developed in Turner’s thought. The analysis will take us from the first intellectual 

steps of Turner as a young scholar from a semi-frontier town in Wisconsin, who greatly 

admired Europe as a result of his classical education, to the period in which he boldly 

presented his frontier thesis in Chicago, which has been described as a historiographical 

declaration of independence from Europe. At that point, Turner was convinced that the 

United States had replaced Europe as a dominant cultural paradigm. He had foreseen, in a 

way, the rise of the United States as a reference culture, a development which was completed 

only after the Second World War, long after his death. During his final years, as we will see, 

Turner mingled both Europe and the United States as essential reference cultures. His theory 

of American sections, which he compared to European nations, suggested that the 

geographical parts from which the United States was constructed bare similarities to Europe; 

yet, how the American political system was keeping its sections at peace constituted a 

compelling cultural paradigm for the Old World to follow or so Turner suggested.   

The second part, divided into three chapters, will follow, in a similar manner, Charles 

Beard’s intellectual development from a supporter of British industrialism and a European 

enthusiast, to his seminal academic stance as the leading exponent of the economic 

interpretation of history in the United States (for many a European import). From there it will 

take us to his final years during which, disappointed by the power politics of the Old World, 

he suggested isolationism as a solution to the international problems of his country. 
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Apart from the fact that we can clearly see the transition of cultural preponderance from 

Europe to the United States in their writings, it is also surprising that both historians 

consistently used Europe as a reference culture for the United States even while also 

subscribing to exceptionalist ideas at times. Even then, they considered the exceptional 

elements of the United States not as concrete parts of American identity but as elements 

which Europe could copy in order to improve itself. Thus, I will show in this dissertation that 

both historians were essentially exponents of transatlanticism. Consequently, this 

interpretation of their work will hopefully lift Progressive historiography from the provincial 

status in which conventional wisdom has placed it so far.  
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SECTION 1: THE SIGNIFICANCE OF EUROPE IN TURNER’S HISTORY 

 

Frederick Jackson Turner is well-known to every scholar of American history. Even today, 

almost 120 years after his proclamation of the frontier thesis, references to Turner can be 

found in a great number of American history textbooks. He is easily identified as the author 

of a unique interpretation of American history that focused on the central role and impact of 

free land and of the westwards expansion in the formation of American civilization. Turner is 

remembered as an exponent of American exceptionalism and his ideas dominated American 

historiography until, at least, the first half of the twentieth century. In fact, his frontier thesis 

can be interpreted as pure Americana: a vivid celebration of the American land, people, 

institutions, and ideas. The critical study of his work constitutes an impressive body of 

academic literature.38  

Notwithstanding this critical mass, it is also the case that part of his work has been 

forgotten. That is, crucial elements of his thought have never been scrutinized in a coherent 

way. Turner’s frontier thesis has been studied extensively; his role in the formation of 

                                           
38 Some of the most important works on Frederick Jackson Turner are: Richard Hofstadter, The 

Progressive Historians: Turner, Beard, Parrington (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1968), Wilbur R. 

Jacobs, The Historical World of Frederick Jackson Turner, With Selections from his Correspondence 

(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1968), Ray Allen Billington, Frederick Jackson 

Turner: Historian Scholar, Teacher (New York: Oxford University Press, 1973), James D. Bennett, 

Frederick Jackson Turner (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1975), Lee Benson, Turner and Beard: 

American Historical Writing Reconsidered (Illinois: The Free Press of Glencoe, 1960), John Mack 

Faragher, Revisiting Frederick Jackson Turner: The Significance of the Frontier in American History, 

and Other Essays (New York: Henry Holt, 1994), Wilbur R. Jacobs, On Turner’s Trail: 100 Years of 

Writing Western History (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas 1994), Allan G. Bogue, Frederick 

Jackson Turner: Strange Roads Going Down (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1998).  Turner 

also appeared as a character in literature. He is one of the leading characters in Australian author Rod 

Jones’s Billy Sunday: A Novel (Sydney, Australia: Picador, 1995). For an interesting article on 

Turner’s role in the novel see Elizabeth Bullen, “Gendered Spaces: The Frontier in Rod Jones’s Billy 

Sunday,” Journal of the Association for the Study of Australian Literature (1997): 70-75. 
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American Progressive historiography has drawn considerable attention too. However, one 

apparently obvious question never drew the attention it deserved. If, as Allan Bogue argues, 

Turner created a compelling theory of American uniqueness, the question that immediately 

comes to mind is: unique in comparison to what exactly?39 To the careful reader of Turner the 

answer is obvious. For in all his writings, Europe is the point of reference, the entity with 

which he compares the United States, the mirror in which America reflects itself. The notion 

of Europe is apparent in most of his writings, either as a living influence or, even more, as the 

core from which his theories of frontier and sectionalism spring. Sometimes presented as a 

negative force and sometimes as a positive one, Europe seems to be the concept that caused 

Turner to pick up his pen in the first place.  

Most studies of Turner have ignored this European connection. This is reflected, for 

example, in the criticism that Turner’s work has received. Turner’s frontier thesis was 

challenged, from the beginning, for having neglected many aspects of American life. Charles 

Beard, for example, criticized Turner for having left out of his grand scheme the conflict in 

the East, between an industrial North and a semi-feudal South, as well as the rise of organized 

labor. All these elements, according to Beard, were much more important to the history of the 

United States than westward expansion.40 Throughout the twentieth century the concept of 

the frontier was challenged, and for good reasons, for its neglect of the Native Americans, the 

role of religion, the experience of African Americans in the West, the role of women in 

frontier society, and the multicultural character of the frontier regions in America. Other 

critics reflected on the fact that frontiers, such as the one that Turner described, could be 

                                           
39 Bogue, Frederick Jackson Turner, 113. 

 
40 Charles Beard, “The Frontier in American History,” The New Republic 25, no. 324 (16 Feb., 1921): 

349-350. 
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found in other parts of the world as well or rejected Turner’s theory as a mere ethnocentric 

fiction that distorted the way the American West was perceived from colonial times until the 

end of the nineteenth century.41  

 It is, indeed, true that Turner neglected many of these aspects. Nevertheless, it is also 

true that he was aware of many of them even if he did not explore them explicitly. A careful 

study of Turner’s writings suggests that he was aware of the need for a more thorough 

investigation of certain historical phenomena in order to enlarge the comprehension of 

American history.42 Neglecting Turner’s pluralistic approach to American history has stood 

in the way of our understanding of his work. 

                                           
41 See, among others: David A. Nichols, “Civilization over Savage: Frederick Jackson Turner and the 

Indian,” South Dakota History 2, no. 4 (1972): 383-406, Staughton Lynd, “On Turner, Beard and 

Slavery,” The Journal of Negro History 48, no.4 (Oct.,1963): 235-250, Robert M. Utley, The Indian 

Frontier, 1846-1890 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1984), Richard White, The 

Middle Ground: Indians, Empires, and Republics in the Great Lakes Region, 1650-1815 (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 1991), Margaret Washington, “African American History and the 

Frontier Thesis,” Journal of the Early Republic 13, no. 2 (Summer, 1993): 230-241, Glenda Riley, 

“Frederick Jackson Turner Overlooked the Ladies,” Journal of the Early Republic 13, no. 2 (Summer, 

1993): 216-230, John B. Boles, “Turner, Frontier and the Study of Religion in America,” Journal of 

the Early Republic 13, no. 2 (Summer, 1993): 205-216, John T. Juricek, “American Usage of the 

Word ‘Frontier’ from Colonial Times to Frederick Jackson Turner,” Proceedings of the American 

Philosophical Society 110, No. 1 (18 Feb., 1966): 10-34. 

 
42 Turner had replied to all those who accused him of neglecting a pluralistic approach in the study of 

American history in favor of a monolithic emphasis on the history of the frontier. In a paper, 

published in 1906, Turner described important future fields of study in American history. He 

anticipated Beard’s later accusations that he had neglected the East: “If the historian were to select the 

New England Plateaus as the province of his study, he would find that, after all the work that has been 

done in New England history, there remain some of the most fundamental problems for solution…Not 

to dwell too long upon this region, let us turn for a moment to indicate a few of the problems that arise 

when the South is considered from the same point of view…The problems of interprovincial relations 

need study also.” On capitalism and labor, Turner had also something to say: “recently some 

important beginnings have been made at a history of labor in America. This has been one of the most 

important neglected fields in our history, and it is hoped that thorough investigation will be given to 

the rise of the laboring classes, the organization of labor, and its influence in American society.” On 

the subject of multiculturalism, Native Americans, African Americans, and religion, Turner also pre-

empted criticism: “the subject of immigration has been hardly more than touched upon by the 

American historian… We shall not understand the American people without giving much more 
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This section will argue that Turner was especially misunderstood on the issue of 

transatlantic relations and will underline that he always had Europe in mind when he wrote 

about American history. In fact, the idea that the frontier could be explained through the 

European background of America had never occurred to those who analyzed Turner’s work 

until the 1950s.43 Even then, these commentators were critical of Turner’s approach, which 

they considered nationalistic. They missed Turner's conscious use of Europe as a reference 

culture for America and that is why this connection of the frontier with Europe quickly sank 

into oblivion and is almost completely forgotten by now.44 Today, Turner is remembered as 

an American exceptionalist par excellence.  

Admittedly, there are some reasons for this omission in the academic literature. 

Turner has been linked so powerfully to his frontier thesis that almost all historians and 

commentators tend to consider him as the American historian who actively promoted 

American exceptionalism. Most general textbooks in American history, even today, include 

at least one reference to Turner. Yet, what we learn about him is simply how gracefully he 

detached the United States from the Old World by explaining the process through which 

                                                                                                                                   

attention to this important subject…There is needed a study of our relation to the American Indian. 

No systematic study of this problem as a whole has been made, and yet it is an exceedingly important 

one in the history of American development…It is hardly necessary to say that such a study of the 

negro is needed…The history of religion and of the various churches in the United States had not yet 

been written as a phase of the general social development of the American people.” See Turner, 

“Problems in American History,” 15-18. 

 
43 See, for example, Carlton J.H. Hayes, “The American Frontier —Frontier of What?” The American 

Historical Review 51, no. 2 (Jan.,1946): 200. The paper was republished in George Rogers Taylor, 

ed., The Turner Thesis Concerning the Role of the Frontier in American History: Problems in 

American Civilization (Boston: D.C. Heath, 1956), 84-93. 

 
44 The idea was first presented by Carlton J. H. Hayes, the American academic and diplomat who 

served as American ambassador in Spain during Franco’s time. His paper is important to my 

argument and will be analyzed later in the chapter. 
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Europeans, after arriving in the New World, were gradually transformed into pure Americans 

through their struggle with the wild American frontier.45 

Turner's writings contain many passages in which he discarded previous explanations 

of American development that stressed Euro-American connections such as the transatlantic 

and racist “germ theory” which explained American democracy as an outcome of Anglo-

Saxon seeds which were put into American soil. Such theories, according to Gregory Nobles, 

argued that “what was truly American was, at its root, truly Anglo-Saxon. But in that sense, 

of course, nothing was American.”46  

                                           
45 The literature on the frontier thesis is vast. Some of the most important works include, among 

others: Per Sveaas Andersen, Westward is the Course of Empires: A Study in the Shaping of an 

American Idea: Frederick Jackson Turner’s Frontier (Oslo: Oslo University Press, 1956), David D. 

Noble, Historians Against History: The Frontier Thesis and the National Covenant in American 

Historical Writing Since 1830 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1965), Richard 

Hofstadter and Seymour Martin Lipset, eds., Turner and the Sociology of the Frontier (New York: 

Basic Books, 1968), Ray Billington, ed., The Frontier Thesis: Valid Interpretation of American 

History? (Huntington, New York: Robert E. Krieger, 1977), Gerald D. Nash, Creating the West: 

Historical Interpretations, 1890-1990 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1991), 

William Cronon, George Miles, and Jay Gitlin, eds., Under an Open Sky: Rethinking America’s 

Western Past (New York: W.W. Norton, 1992), David M. Wrobel, The End of American 

Exceptionalism: Frontier Anxiety from the Old West to the New Deal (Lawrence: University Press of 

Kansas, 1993),  Gregory H. Nobles, American Frontiers: Cultural Encounters and Continental 

Conquest (London: Penguin, 1998), Cornelis A. van Minnen and Sylvia L. Hilton, Frontiers and 

Boundaries in U.S. History (Amsterdam: VU University Press, 2004). These are fundamentally 

important works for everyone who wishes to understand Turner and the impact of his ideas. Overall, 

they agree with the dominant idea that Turner’s thesis has been one of the cornerstones of American 

exceptionalism. The works of the New Western Historians should also be mentioned. These historians 

worked in order to offer a different interpretation of Western history, in comparison to Turner’s, but 

their work validates the pervasiveness of Turner’s hypothesis. These works include Patricia Nelson 

Limerick, The Legacy of Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the American West (New York: W.W. 

Norton, 1987), Richard White, “It’s Your Misfortune and None of My Own”: A New History of the 

American West (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1991), James R. Grossman, ed., The 

Frontier in American Culture: An Exhibition at the Newberry Library, August 26, 1994-January 7, 

1995/Essays by Richard White and Patricia Nelson Limerick (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 1994). To give an exhaustive overview of academic articles about Turner is almost impossible 

here as they are too numerous. They will be cited, when necessary, throughout the chapter.   

 
46 Nobles, American Frontiers, 6. 
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 Thus, the dominant interpretation of Turner’s work represented the nationalistic 

perspective that characterized American historiography of the late nineteenth century. Of 

course, American historians had articulated nationalistic interpretations of American history 

before. Bancroft, who explained the development of the United States as the outcome of 

Divine Providence, springs to mind here. In comparison to this common understanding of 

Turner, this chapter will argue that the historian of the frontier was, intellectually, more 

complicated than his popular image suggests. Contrary to commonly held beliefs, this 

dissertation argues that Turner had a deep interest in Europe and never considered a complete 

cultural detachment between the New World and the Old. Even in his paper on the 

significance of the frontier in American history, a work which has been termed as America’s 

historiographical declaration of independence, we can trace elements of Turner’s urge to keep 

the American experience attached to European ancestral cultures.  

In fact, throughout his writings, Turner supported the idea that Europe had always 

exerted an influential cultural force over the United States. He was acutely aware of the 

Europeanness of his frontier. Although he eventually came to believe that the frontier became 

“more and more American,” he knew that, at least initially, “the frontier was the Atlantic 

coast. It was the frontier of Europe in a very real sense.”47 Many of his early writings 

explored this topic —for instance in his early narratives European imperial powers figured 

predominantly. Moreover, Turner not only focused on differences between Europe and the 

United States, as we tend to think. Even if, in his mind, the frontier was American, he could 

not help but stress comparisons to and similarities with European history and underline the 

frontier’s impact upon both America and Europe. The closing sentence of his frontier essay 

was, surprisingly perhaps, one that connected frontier history to European history: “What the 

                                                                                                                                   

 
47 Turner, The Frontier in American History, 4. 
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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.”48 

Turner’s decision to close his frontier essay with a sentence that implies both comparisons 

and similarities between the United States and Europe is a powerful indicator of the 

complexity of his thought and his own fragile balance between exceptionalism and 

transatlanticism. 

Moreover, Turner constantly argued that if Americans wanted to understand their own 

country, they had to grasp European history at an advanced level. In 1904, he wrote a letter to 

his fellow historian, Max Farrand, in which he discussed the principles that should guide a 

good university library in American history.49 Turner stressed that “it is important, as I have 

already indicated, that there should be a substantial working library in European history. This 

is needed even from the point of view of American history, which can only develop on broad 

                                           
48 Turner, The Frontier in American History, 38. In this way, Turner had also anticipated the first 

concise transnational work on the American frontier, which was published in 1962 by Walter Prescott 

Webb. In this work, Webb studied the frontier “as a determining factor in modern Western 

civilization.” By examining Turner’s concept in a broader perspective, Webb wrote that “Europe had 

a frontier within the American concept more than a century before the United States was settled. 

Europe’s frontier was much greater than that of the United States, including the present United States, 

and was the greatest frontier of world record. The frontier was almost if not quite as important in 

determining the life and institutions in modern Europe as it was in shaping the course of American 

history. Without its frontier modern Europe would be so different from what it is that it could hardly 

be considered modern at all.” Webb’s argument was basically a repetition of Turner’s thesis regarding 

the American frontier, in a transnational setting. The American frontier established democracy and 

wealth for Americans, Turner had argued. The European frontier had done the same for Europe. The 

closing of the frontier, in both cases, signaled the end of an era. See Walter Prescott Webb, The Great 

Frontier (1952, reprint: Nevada: University of Nevada Press, 2003), 1 and 7. 

 
49 Farrand was professor as Stanford at the time and had offered Turner a position at his university. 

This letter was written at the time when Turner was thinking about the offer and his proposals were 

for Stanford’s library. Eventually, he did not accept Farrand’s offer.  
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and enduring lines when in contact with efficient work in European history.”50 Turner was far 

from a provincial historian. Although he had decided to work exclusively in American 

history, he knew that the study of the United States would not be successful without taking 

into account the country’s European origins and background.  

Finally, Turner hoped that his frontier interpretation of American history would become 

a powerful analytical tool to explain transnational histories of different countries worldwide. 

In this respect, he anticipated the work of his student Herbert Eugene Bolton, who used 

Turner’s theory to explain other frontier cultures. Where Turner had sanctified the Anglo-

American frontier, Bolton focused on the importance of the Hispanic frontier and culture in 

America.51 By refraining from opposing his student's interpretation, Turner left the possibility 

open that other European cultures had also influenced the United States. Moreover, he 

believed that the exploration of frontier histories in other parts of the world was a promising 

field of study:  

 

A comparative study of the process of settlement of the United States would be 

another important contribution. If, with our own methods of the occupation of the 

frontier, we should compare those of other countries, which have dealt with 

                                           
50 Turner quoted in Jacobs, The Historical World of Frederick Jackson Turner, 92. 

 
51 See Herbert Eugene Bolton, “The Mission as a Frontier Institution in the Spanish American 

Frontier,” The American Historical Review 23, no. 1 (Oct., 1917): 61. Also Albert L. Hurtado, 

Herbert Eugene Bolton: Historian of the American Borderlands (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 2012). 
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similar problems —such as Russia, Germany, and the English colonies in Canada, 

Australia, and Africa— we should undoubtedly find most fruitful results.52 

 

The advent of transnational history as a separate field of study during the late 1990s and the 

early 2000s, as historians consciously started exploring the United States not just as a nation 

but as a nation among nations, has also influenced our understanding of Turner.53 Ian Tyrrell 

and Thomas Bender, two leading exponents of this new school of American history, were the 

first to discover Turner's focus on Europe. In a pioneering paper Tyrrell argues that, 

throughout the Progressive Era, American historians had not yet made a definite choice 

between world history and nationalistic history, and that “many patterns of transnational 

history…coexisted with the growing nation-centeredness of professional history.” Tyrrell 

underlines that Turner himself “was of two minds about the path that American 

historiography should take.”54 According to Tyrrell, Turner, during the early stages of his 

career,  “insisted on the European context of American history…acknowledged the European 

and world context…” and “ruminated about global events in a way that might have made 

him, under other circumstances, a progenitor of the modern movement of ‘world history’ 

rather than of the frontier thesis and American uniqueness.”55 Even after the 1920s, when 

Turner firmly came to believe that the political system of the United States was superior to 

                                           
52 Frederick Jackson Turner, The Significance of Sections in American History (New York: Henry 

Holt and Company, 1932), 18-19. 

 
53 See David Thelen, ed., “The Nation and Beyond: Transnational Perspectives on United States 

History: A Special Issue,” The Journal of American History 86, no. 3 (Dec., 1999): 953-1515 and 
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that of Europe, he remained, Tyrrell believes, more a historian more of continuity than 

discontinuity. He thought that the United States could become an example to Europe.56  

Similarly, Thomas Bender states that “Turner’s speculations about alternative ways of 

narrating American history, including his penetrating critique of the nation as the self-

contained unit of historical narration, have been overshadowed by his brilliant and poetic 

evocation of the frontier as the definite narrative of American history.”57 More recently, 

Kevin Fernlund has argued that Turner’s work should be read within the context of the first 

essential historiographical problem faced by American historians: “how to write history that 

synthesized two things, Europe and America, which many took to be antithetical to one 

another despite their obviously and profoundly intertwined histories.”58 

  The present study aims to solidify the notion of Frederick Jackson Turner as a 

historian of transatlantic connections and an exponent of historiographical continuity. It 

argues that, even though Turner was a historian of the United States, he consciously tried to 

keep the United States attached to Europe. Throughout his work, Turner constantly used 

Europe as a cultural reference which helped him better understand the American experience. 

He was interested in both the history and the political developments of the Old World. He 

urged his countrymen to gaze towards the Old World and profit from the positive political 

and social characteristics of their ancestral homelands. Finally, he argued that the democratic 

United States had the responsibility to support Europe by offering its progressive vision to the 

peoples of the Old World. Even when he was preaching American exceptionalism, he was 
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hoping that the American example could become beneficial to other countries, especially to 

Europe. According to Turner, the United States was destined to become a paradigm for 

Europe, an idea which emphasized the importance of a cultural dialogue between the two 

shores of the Atlantic. This notion, which we will term the Turnerian paradox, entangled 

America’s supremacy over the Old World with a unique notion of American exceptionalism 

which was not based on isolationism but rather on connectedness with Europe. The Turnerian 

paradox, then, refers to the idea that the American nation was destined to become the greatest 

nation in the history of civilization by building on its connection with European history. 

 Turner's ideas about the Old World went through three different stages. During the 

first period Turner adhered to the notion of Europe as a wise parent. In this phase, he 

presented Europe as the light-giver from which America could draw lessons and inspiration 

to improve itself and rise to a better position. During this period, Turner wrote his PhD thesis 

on the influence of the Indian trade in Wisconsin, as well as his paper entitled “The 

Significance of History.” During this time Turner was influenced by the germ theory and the 

Teutonic school, ideas which were supported by his mentors, William Francis Allen and 

Herbert Baxter Adams, at the University of Wisconsin and the Johns Hopkins University, 

where he studied. These evolutionist ideas held that modern American society and its 

institutions developed out of earlier European institutions which had been traced to Teutonic 

tribes that once lived in the forests of Germany.59 It was a theory that linked America with 

Europe; America was the outcome of European seeds planted in the soil of the New World. 

Without these seeds America and its democracy would not have existed in the first place.  

 During the second period in Turner’s intellectual development, the historian gradually 

broke free from the influence of his mentors. It was the period of America's historiographical 
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emancipation, when Turner articulated the frontier thesis that seemed to distance his country 

from Europe. Now it was America, superior to other countries, that was the center of 

attention. It was the American frontier, not the Germanic forest, that represented democracy 

and created the unique American character. However, although Turner expressed notions of 

American superiority, he remained close to the Old World and the Turnerian paradox did not 

disappear. On the contrary, Turner claimed that American exceptionalism could only be 

understood as the last rung of the ladder of western civilization that was firmly planted on 

European soil. 

During the third and last period of his career Turner worked on sectionalism. He had 

already stated, in his frontier proclamation of 1893, that the frontier, the force that made 

America unique, was gone and “never again will such gifts as free land offer themselves.”60 

But as Martin Ridge notes, Turner realized that the westward movement of the frontier led to 

“intersectional conflicts that continued into the post frontier era.”61 Now Turner saw his 

country during the early twentieth century, with its industrialized, overcrowded cities and its 

imperial potential, as the equivalent of European nations. In this period Turner was forced to 

notice that America was gradually becoming like Europe: not the old wise Europe that he had 

seen in the first period of his intellectual development, but the degraded industrialized Europe 

of his own time, doomed to self-destruction, class conflict, and war, a fate that America had 

escaped until then thanks to the free lands of the west —with the notable exception of the 

Civil War. Was America doomed now that the frontier had disappeared? Turner answered 

this question negatively because he believed that the American political system, which 
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allowed minorities to find allies in other sections, created a sustained national consensus that 

kept the Union and the American experiment alive.62  In the turmoil of the First World War 

and the idealism that emerged in its aftermath, he thought that his ideas could help save 

Europe. The Old World could be saved by imitating America. Now it was America that could 

be an example to the Old World, not vice versa as was the case in the past. America was 

connected to Europe in so many ways in this final stage of Turner’s writings that our 

perception of the historian as an exponent of exceptionalism is being challenged. 

 

 

Chapter 1: Formative Years 

 

Frederick Jackson Turner’s acquaintance with European culture began when he was young, 

as it was an essential part of his education in school. Later, the concept of Europe became a 

recurring theme in his early writings, especially in his doctoral dissertation. Turner was 

awarded his PhD degree in the late spring of 1890 after he had accomplished his last doctoral 

requirements in Baltimore.63 The title of his dissertation was The Character and Influence of 

the Indian Trade in Wisconsin: A Study of the Trading Post as an Institution. The title may 

sound like an exercise in localism. Turner was from Wisconsin and his work explored the 

history of his homeland. However, his book can also be seen as a very interesting effort to 

place American history within the greater course of European history. 

This period, when the Old World inspired awe in the historian of the New, has been 

forgotten due to the influence of Turner’s proclamation of the frontier thesis in 1893 and 
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deserves to be brought back to life. This is a task of great significance because only by 

tracing the early writings of Turner and comparing them to his later work, can we acquire a 

better understanding of his perceptions of Europe in relation to America. More specifically, 

this chapter will emphasize that there was a specific pattern in Turner’s entire intellectual 

development: the conviction that the American nation was destined to become the greatest 

nation in the history of civilization, but its greatness could only be achieved in connection 

with European history and not in isolation. This Turnerian paradox was already well 

established in his first writings. Understanding Turner’s formative years helps us to 

comprehend the complexity of his thought, which went well beyond the nationalistic 

elements of his frontier thesis and focused on interrelations between the Old World and the 

New. 

 Which then were the formative influences, experiences and notions which shaped 

Turner’s perceptions of Europe during his early years? How did he come to accept the idea 

that Europe was the cradle of civilization, the fount in which Americans should get baptized 

if they wanted to understand who they in order to become a significant nation? And how did 

Turner articulate this narrative? Which examples did he use and which links did he discover 

between the Old World and the New? 

 This answer these questions is important. Frederick Jackson Turner’s influence was 

immense during the Progressive Era when Europe and America began to rediscover each 

other. Other scholars circulated and reflected on his ideas in academic papers and lectures. In 

order to understand and reveal the zeitgeist of this particular era, we have to rediscover 

Turner’s intellectual development in its entirety. Intellectuals are multifaceted personalities 

and their thought is never monolithic. Turner has been connected with the frontier thesis and 

his rejection of Europe in most textbooks of American history. Yet, as I already explained, 

this is only a part of a more complicated story. The exploration of Turner’s early acceptance 
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of Europe will yield two insights: firstly, we will better understand the ambiguity with which 

Americans viewed the Old World, their mind commanding them to depart from ancient 

shores but their heart compelling them to remain ashore. If the master historian of the 

Progressive Era also expressed this kind of ambiguity, then this story has to be told. 

Secondly, we will do justice to an intellectual who has been identified with his “pet theory”; 

an identification which has hidden the development of his mind and the fluidity which 

characterized his beliefs through time.64 Few have noticed Turner’s statement that “in truth 

there is no single key to American history. In history as in science we are learning that a 

complex result is the outcome of the interplay of forces.”65 During his entire career he offered 

different keys —the one that we mostly remember, the frontier was just an explanatory tool 

among many. For Turner, Europe was another important key to American history. 

 

Early Life and Education 

 

Turner was born in Portage, Wisconsin, on November 14, 1861. Most of his biographers 

emphasize the influence of this frontier town on the mind of the man who would become the 

most prominent historian of the West. Billington stresses that when Turner was born, the 

village of Portage “was just emerging from its pioneer past and was richer in history and 

prospects than in achievement.”66 Part of this history was based on a rich European tradition 

and heritage. Portage lies on the banks of the Wisconsin River and is located at the beginning 

of a portage between that river and the Fox River. As James Bennet explains, Louis Jolliet 

and Father Marquette (the first Europeans to explore and map the Mississippi River in 1763) 
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passed from this place during their explorations, followed by a succession of explorers, 

missionaries and traders, most of them Europeans it seems.67 The origins of Turner’s 

hometown, like those of his country, were established by newcomers from the Old World. 

During his childhood the town was a kind of melting pot, a place where people of 

different nationalities and backgrounds lived together. In a letter to Canadian historian 

Constance Lindsay Skinner, Turner described the multicultural hometown of his youth: 

 

The town was a mixture of raftsmen from the ‘pineries’ ─ (the ‘Pinery road’ ran 

by my door), of Irish (in the ‘bloody first’ ward), Pomenarian immigrants (we 

stoned each other), in old country garbs, driving their cows to their own 

‘Common’; of Scotch with ‘Caledonia’ near by; of Welsh (with ‘Cambria’ 

adjacent); with Germans, some of them university-trained (the Bierhall of Carl 

Haertel was the town club house); of Yankees from Vermont and Mine and Conn. 

chiefly, of New York-Yankees, of Southerners (a few relatively); a few negroes; 

many Norwegians and Swiss, some Englishmen, and one or two Italians.68 

 

Allan Bogue found that thirty-eight percent of the population of Portage in 1870 was 

foreign-born. Some of them were from the British Isles and British North America. There 

were a significant number of German immigrants as well. Bogue underlines that Portage in 

the 1870s was probably even more multicultural than the data he uses suggests, due to the 

fact that the children of the foreign-born were recorded as native-born.69 Local leadership 

was based on a mosaic of European ethnicities. As Billington notes, “the Portage city council 
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included one native of Ireland, one of Baden, one of Prince Edward Island, one of Prussia, 

one of Wurthenberg, one of Holland, one of Whales, one of Massachusetts, and one of New 

York.”70 Despite the fact that these people were supposed to become Americans, according 

to the theory that Turner developed later in life, they all held on to elements from their 

ancestral cultures. The German element, which was somehow dominant, “brought a 

commitment to music, to gymnastic and to beer drinking” in Portage, as Bogue mentions, 

while Andrew Jackson Turner, Turner’s father, “in jocular reaction to his German neighbors 

and friends…called young Fred ‘Fritz’ well into his college years.”71 The impact of this 

environment on Turner is obvious. It familiarized him with several elements of European 

culture. Years later, after his trip to Europe, he confessed: “When I went to Europe it was all 

familiar. I had seen it in Portage. When I went to Harvard I found that I had met the Puritan 

in the flesh long years ago.”72 The impact of the Old World was felt, even in this small town 

in the Mid-West.  

 European influences on the young Turner did not only stem from the population of 

Portage but also from his early education. As the son of a well-to-do family —his father was 

editor of the local newspaper, a local historian and a leader in the area’s political activities— 

Turner lived in a newspaper office as it were. This enabled him to understand from an early 

age how politics work and to explore books on history and politics from his father’s 

library.73 The latter activity led him to contribute to his father’s newspaper with a regular 

“Scissors and Paste” column in which he quoted his favorite passages from historical and 

literary works.74  
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 Billington offers a list of some of the authors that Turner quoted during the two 

months in which the column appeared: “Emerson (most frequently), Goethe, Disraeli, 

Harriet Beecher Stowe, Robert G. Ingersoll, Victor Hugo, Charles Lamb, Sydney Smith, 

Daniel Webster, Fielding, Rousseau, Thomas Carlyle, Schuyler Colfax, and a score more.”75 

This variety of American and European authors shows Turner’s vast influences. His mother, 

who was a schoolteacher, gave him history books on classical Greece and Rome.76 His 

knowledge of European culture was strengthened during his studies in Portage’s High 

School where he was taught, among others subjects, German, French, and Latin grammar 

and literature.77 

 This training was informed by a nineteenth-century classically oriented education in 

America. Educated Americans, Turner among them, were gazing at Europe as a source of 

intellectual activity and highbrow culture. As Europe was the dominant cultural force at the 

time, they could not really gaze somewhere else. 

 Upon graduation from high school, Turner had to give an oration, as was customary 

at the time. He decided to speak about “The Power of the Press” and argued that Gutenberg’s 

printing press was one of the most important inventions in human history. It illuminated the 

world as it was able to connect the present with the past and make them one. In poetic prose, 

Turner noted that “books are the true Elysian fields where spirits of the Dead converse, and 

into these fields a mortal may venture unappalled. —What king’s court can boast such 

company? What school of philosophy such wisdom?”78 This magnificent invention, the 

printing of books, was responsible for the fact that geniuses among men such as Homer, 
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Aristotle, Shakespeare and Bacon could stand together on the shelves of libraries.79 Jacobs 

underlines Turner's belief that connecting the past with the present was elementary for 

understanding how social progress unfolded.80 He believed in progress but he was certain 

that an understanding of the wisdom of the past could lead to higher forms of social 

organization. In Turner’s own interpretation, as we shall see, Europe represented this 

wisdom of the past, while America, vigorous and young, represented a higher form of social 

development. This was the foundation of what we call the Turnerian paradox, namely 

Turner’s belief that the United States could be exceptional only by virtue of its link with the 

Old World. 

 This argument becomes clearer if we see it through the prism of a book that Turner 

received as an award for his oration. He ended up winning the first prize —a copy of 

Thomas B. Macaulay’s History of England.81 Macaulay underlined that Britain, in the mid-

nineteenth century, had reached such a higher point in its long development that it had 

become superior to other nations.82 Macaulay’s argument anticipated Turner’s frontier thesis: 

on the one hand, Turner tended to feel a sense of pride in the English heritage of the United 

States. On the other hand, he came to believe that the time had arrived for the former British 

colonies on the American continent to achieve greatness. 

Significantly, Turner also learned from Macaulay that exceptionalism was not 

incompatible with historical continuity. As Breisach argues, Macaulay “demonstrated that 

mid-nineteenth century England was no accidental creation but the result of centuries of 

development. In the case of England, change had never contradicted continuity and, by 
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implication, never would.”83 As we will see, the Turnerian paradox echoes Macaulay’s 

argument about England as explained above. Turner saw American uniqueness as the 

culmination of human progress and of European history.  

  

University of Wisconsin, Madison 

  

By experience and education, Frederick Jackson Turner was familiar with the world beyond 

the Atlantic and with the cultural heritage that passed from the old continent to the New 

World. He began to merge his experiences and his education after his academic enrollment. 

In order to secure his acceptance, he had added a special preparatory “Greek Course” to his 

senior schedule in high school. In this course, Turner studied Xenophon’s Anabasis, 

Homer’s Iliad and Greek grammar in order to prepare for the “Ancient Classical Course” at 

Madison.84 After he began his university classes in 1878, he had to work, among others, on 

Cicero, Livy, Homer, and Lysias.85 In this way, he continued the classical training he had 

received at school and became knowledgeable about European past and the stories of old 

empires. 

 An unfortunate event that took place in the summer of 1879 resulted in a break from 

his university attendance —but not from his passionate reading. Turner accompanied his 

mother and his sister to Omaha where his uncle, Charles Turner, faced a dangerous illness. 

Although his uncle recovered, Turner was affected by spinal meningitis and was, for a 

moment, on the brink of death. He recovered and returned to the University of Wisconsin in 

                                           
83 Breisach, Historiography, 250. 
84 Billington, Frederick Jackson Turner, 18. 

 
85 Billington, Frederick Jackson Turner, 18. 

 



 49 

 

the fall of 1881.86 However the period between 1879 and 1881 was not lost. According to his 

own testimony, in 1880 Turner read a great number of works by prominent English writers. 

Charles Dickens, Jonathan Swift, Oliver Goldsmith, William M. Thackeray, George Eliot, 

Thomas B. Macaulay and Thomas Carlyle were on his list with American authors such as 

Cooper, Irving, Hawthorne and A.W. Tourgee, a novelist of the Reconstruction South.87 The 

list also included Milton, Byron and many others, while his “Commonplace Notebook,” a 

kind of notebook that people used to keep notes, contained many of his translations from 

Latin.88  

The next year, 1881, Turner noted with pride that he was reading Shakespeare nearly 

every day while Edmund Spencer, Herbert Spencer and Horace’s poems were also on his 

reading list. Thus, we know what Turner read before he started shaping his ideas and writing 

the papers that made him the most important American historian of his generation. The list 

shows that Turner, the historian of the West who was bound to stress the importance of his 

region in American and global history, was not provincial. Quite the opposite. He was a 

highly educated man, who had read a great amount of literature, the great majority of which, 

naturally, came from the Old World. Turner had not travelled across the Atlantic yet, but 

European ideas that had crossed the Ocean offered him compelling images in the pages of 

printed books, which he had highly praised in his oratory upon graduating from high school.  

 By returning to Wisconsin, Turner was ready to continue his studies. His experiences 

at this state university played an important role in his future development. Years later, during 
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a commencement address at the University of Indiana, in 1910, Turner praised the state 

university as the institution that could perpetuate the democratic ideals that had prevailed in 

America during the era of the frontier. Even though the frontier was gone, the state 

university could still shed its light “from State to State until American democracy itself is 

illuminated with higher and broader ideals of what constitutes service to the State and to 

mankind; of what are prizes; of what is worthy of praise and reward.”89 Mainly, he believed 

that state universities would teach young Americans the morals of the pioneers of the 

frontier, who had shaped American identity. In 1910 Turner linked the state university to the 

theory of uniqueness and exceptionalism that he had articulated in his frontier thesis.  

 Moreover, Madison was linked to the Progressive movement which was about to 

sweep the country. When Turner arrived, the president of the University was John Bascom, a 

polymath and ardent Progressive who was active in the campaigns for moral change which 

started to appear in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. He believed that morality 

should be the goal of every citizen in the community. Bascom supported the regulation of 

liquor sale in Wisconsin, became leader of the Prohibition Party, stood for the rights of 

workers to join trade unions and to strike, and, as a true Progressive, supported the regulation 

of big business and the use of science to improve the life of common people.90 These ideas, 

combined with his strong personality, brought Bascom in conflict with the Regents who, 

eventually, managed to force him into resignation.91 Yet, the ideas he endorsed survived in 

the Progressive movement.  
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Under the Influence of William Francis Allen 

 

His advisor William Francis Allen was the most important contributor to Turner’s 

intellectual development. Allen was professor of history at the University of Wisconsin and 

years later in 1920 Turner declared his indebtedness to Allen by noting that “Allen has 

always looked over my shoulder and stirred my historical conscience.”92 In a letter that he 

wrote to his next mentor at Johns Hopkins University, Herbert Baxter Adams, in order to 

inform him of Allen’s death in 1889, Turner mentioned that Allen was “the gentlest, justest 

and most scholarly man” he ever knew.93  

We know surprisingly little about the life and work of William Francis Allen. No 

major biography exists and most information about Allen is to be found in Turner’s 

biographies or in articles concerning the frontier thesis.94  
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However, do know that Allen was one of the many Americans who travelled to the 

Old World in order to broaden their intellectual horizons and discover their cultural roots. In 

a letter to a friend he explained his reasons: 

 

My plan is to set sail in September and spend two years or more in Germany and 

Italy. If I can, I shall pass through England, but, as I mean to be very economical 

both of time and money, I may have to save that for another trip. I want to 

understand Greece and Rome—their history and incidentally their language— 

feeling sure that, if I get a good knowledge of these, I can turn it to account in 

some way.95  

 

Allen arrived in Liverpool in September 1854, and visited Kenilworth Castle, Westminster 

Abbey and the British Museum, and then headed to Hamburg and after that Berlin, where he 

enrolled at the University. Despite the fact that Allen did not keep a diary— “a diary is for 

facts and not for sentiment” he believed— Frankenburger offers a list of the themes of the 

courses that Allen attended in Berlin: Tibullus, Plato, Pausanias, Egypt, Ancient Geography 

and Ancient History, as well as Herodotus. Allen attended some of these courses with 

William Watson Goodwin, his travelling companion, who later would become professor of 

Greek literature at Harvard. Then on March 31, 1855 he left Berlin and travelled through 

Wittenberg, Leipzig, Weimar and Wartburg Castle and then to Göttingen where he 

matriculated. He remained there for approximately six months and then headed to Rome by 

crossing Magdeburg, Berlin, Dresden, Prague, Venice, and Florence. He reached Italy on 
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November 7, 1855 and remained there for almost three months during which he mainly 

studied the topography of Rome. Then he went to Naples and from there to Athens. He 

subsequently headed to Southern Greece and made a thirteen-day tour of the Peloponnese, 

and from there to Marseilles and then to Paris. After two weeks stay in the capital of France, 

he went to London in order to begin his trip back home and he arrived in Boston on June 15, 

1856. 

Allen’s impressive trip shows a strong will to acquire more knowledge and to visit 

places which would predominate his mind as a historian. He was, however, not exceptional 

in this respect because many educated Americans travelled to Europe in search of their 

identity. The Grand Tour had institutionalized the journey to Mediterranean countries in 

relation to classical antiquity. Although the journey was mostly undertaken by English 

travelers, the number of Americans who visited Europe increased because of nineteenth-

century technological innovations which made the journey easier. In most cases, the purpose 

of their endeavor was linked to their cultural self-understanding in relation to the world. 

“The connection between travel and the construction of identity,” William Stowe writes, 

“has a long history.”96  

 American scholars travelled to Europe, not only to see the lands and cultures which 

constituted the roots of America, but also to study at its prestigious universities. Academic 

ties between America and Europe were already quite strong at the beginning of the 

nineteenth-century. As Peter Novick underlines, “during the course of the century, thousands 

of young Americans in search of advanced professional or academic training travelled to 

Göttingen, Heidelberg, Leipzig, Freibourg, Berlin, and the other German university centers.” 

German universities and their scientific approach provided a much more attractive model for 
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young American scholars than the traditional English universities. Studies in Germany were 

also less expensive.97  

That Frederick Jackson Turner did not pursue a similar trip to Europe after 

graduation probably had to do with his financial situation. As a descendant of an established 

family of land cultivators and a son of a Harvard graduate, Allen was probably in a better 

financial position. Turner’s parents, despite their good position, were not among the most 

affluent of Portage; Billington notes that Andrew Jackson Turner’s name (Frederick’s father) 

was never mentioned on the published tax lists of those paying fifty dollars or more and in 

1893, when Turner proclaimed the frontier thesis, the family property was around $1,850.98  

Turner eventually managed to travel to Europe with his family in 1900. He taught a 

summer school to pay for the trip but also had to borrow $200 from his father.99 The trip was 

mainly recreational — no meetings with professors, no lectures, no need for learning the 

current European trends in Turner’s discipline— which is quite surprising in light of the fact 

that by that time he was already well known as an American historian. But the trip took place 

after the sudden and tragic death of two of his children and he needed mental peace rather 

than intellectual stimulation and inspiration.100 It was not unusual for Americans to travel to 
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Europe after personal tragedies in order to rediscover themselves. Ralph Waldo Emerson 

also toured Europe in 1833, two years after the death of his wife.101 

Back in America, Allen travelled to the South Carolina Sea Islands with the task to 

educate the African Americans who lived there.102 This inspired him to produce one of his 

most important academic contributions, a collection of African American songs with the title 

Slave Songs of the United States.103 In 1867 he accepted the chair of Ancient Languages and 

History at the University of Wisconsin which became a chair of History in 1886. 

Frankenburger describes Allen as an energetic teacher who believed that the task of 

historical knowledge was to help us understand human nature. For Allen, historical 

knowledge was supposed to have practical impact upon human lives. His teaching method 

was to convince students to go to the sources and use textbooks as little as possible while he 

suggested the “topical” method of study, based on detailed examination of specific subjects. 

His main academic interest was the study of primitive institutions, the primitive life of Rome 

and of the Middle Ages, the study of the Greeks, the Teutons and the Orientals. In 1878 he 

gave a series of lectures at Johns Hopkins University, an event which brought him in contact 

with this preeminent institution and probably with Herbert Baxter Adams, the man who 
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would become Turner’s mentor when the latter travelled to Baltimore for his doctoral 

studies.104 

The influence of Allen on Turner has been discussed at length. Billington believes 

that Allen’s view of history was based on the search for the social and economic forces that 

shape history —Allen did not view the discipline as a collection of stories about war and 

politics. He was interested in “why and how” institutional growth occurs. The notion that 

history is at its core a process of constant growth and continuity is the most important 

element that Turner adopted from Allen. This is the doctrine of society as a biological 

organism, an idea that led Turner to consider society as a living organism, which grew and 

shaped its character in relation to the external influences exerted by its environment. This 

evolutionary approach was influenced by thinkers Turner read at Johns Hopkins, such as 

Darwin, Spencer, and Lamarck who were quite popular at the time.105 In the same vein, 

Allen familiarized Turner with what became known as the germ theory. This notion 

underlined the assumption that essential American values and institutions derived from 

Germanic peoples. This idea further influenced Turner when he came under the guidance of 

one of its greatest exponents in America, Herbert Baxter Adams, at Johns Hopkins. 

Essentially, the germ theory suggested that American democracy was based on German and 

Anglo-Saxon seeds which were transplanted to the American soil:  

 

From some cause lying too far back for us to comprehend, the Germanic race has 

been distinguished at all ages for its political capacity, and the possession of 
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vigorous institutions of self-government; that there grew among the nations of 

this race a well-ordered system of government, based upon the rights of the 

individual; and that all the Germanic nations of the North have preserved these 

institutions in a more or less complete degree of vigor and efficiency.106  

 

At another point, Allen mentioned that the institutions of the United States were a more 

developed form of the English constitution and both were a “legitimate and healthy 

outgrowth of the original Germanic institutions.”107 

No less important to Turner’s later intellectual development was the significance of 

land as an economic factor, an idea that he also inherited from Allen. In his preface to Allen’s 

final work, A Short History of the Roman People, Turner stressed two important principles 

which he thought Allen had discovered while studying Roman history: Allen, according to 

Turner, discovered “the policy and process by which the Roman Dominion was secured and 

organized during the Republic, its reorganization under the Empire, and final disruption at the 

time of the German migrations; and secondly the social and economic causes of the failure of 

self-government among the Romans, and the working of the same forces under the 

empire.”108 A third, an even more important, legacy from Allen was the connection between 

                                           
106 Allen, Essays and Monographs, 99. 

 
107 Allen, Essays and Monographs, 109. The notion of germ theory will be explained in depth later in 

the chapter.  

 
108 Frederick Jackson Turner, “Preface,” in William Francis Allen, A Short History of the Roman 

People (Boston: Gin and Company, 1890), v. 

 



 58 

 

the land question and the history of literature and religion.109 In Allen’s focus on land as an 

explanatory factor of Roman history, Turner discovered the key to American development.110 

Turner’s first academic paper, written during his undergraduate studies, was the result 

of a request by Herbert Baxter Adams, Turner’s future mentor, to William Allen. Adams had 

asked Allen to offer him some information concerning the early land holdings in Wisconsin. 

Adams needed this information for his studies on the origins of New England towns and 

Allen thought that Turner, his brilliant student, would be the most suitable person for the 

job.111 Turner’s paper “History of the ‘Grignon Tract’ on the Portage of the Fox and 

Wisconsin Rivers,” was published in the State Register, Wisconsin’s local newspaper. It was 

Turner’s earliest historical work.112 The paper, a chronicle of titles to the land at Turner’s 

hometown, claimed by a person named Augustin Grignon, based on legal documents, seems 

rather obscure today. Its most interesting aspect is that it informs the reader about the 

development of the town of Portage. The narrative begins with an act of Congress which gave 

individuals the land described in the paper. After a presentation of documents which include 

Winnebago Indians, French traders and pioneers, the work ends on a description of the 
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construction of a road in the cemetery where Lecuyer, one of the pioneers described in the 

paper, was buried. 

As Billington suggests, this early work of Turner is important because it led him to 

think about the different systems concerning land tenure in the United States and Europe. In 

the notes he made during the period in which he compiled the paper on the Grignon Tract, 

Turner wrote that “if our lands in the west had not been opened to and filled with foreign 

immigrants it is not unlikely that they would have fallen into the hands of capitalists and have 

been made into great estates.”113 He concluded that this would have reversed the democratic 

trend of the country.114 Thus, in this early publication, Turner emphasized the importance of 

European newcomers to the establishment of American democratic institutions. 
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The Old World in New Histories 

 

Turner’s own experience confirmed the idea that Europe was an inherent part of American 

history. The United States itself was born from the Old World and Americans could only 

identify themselves by comparing their culture with those beyond the Atlantic. That world, 

the birthplace of America, was an essential subject in Turner’s writings as his early 

intellectual efforts already showed. 

Turner graduated from the University of Wisconsin in 1884. He was obliged once more 

to deliver an oration and, once again, he received a prize for it. This time the title was 

“Architecture through Oppression.” His argument was a progressive one which included the 

idea of progress and the notion that science and new ideas could liberate mankind from the 

burden of the past.  

One year before, he had offered another oration entitled “The Poet of the Future” in 

which he argued that “all over the world we hear mankind proclaiming its existence, 

demanding its rights. Kings begin to be but names, and the sons of genius, springing from the 

people, grasp the real scepters. The reign of aristocracy is passing; that of humanity begins. 

Democracy is waiting for its poet.”115 If historians in the past were concerned with kings, 

nobility and warriors, now it was time for them to turn their attention to what Turner called 

the common people, the lowly tillers of the soil, the great mass of humanity.  

An interesting aspect of these long-forgotten orations is the premature but clear call for 

a new kind of history: American “New History.” This new school of thought was inherently 

democratic because it called for a history which would also include and study common 
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people, not just the elites, and it examined structural causes of institutions.116 It was a call for 

a new kind of history which was related to the rise of the Progressive historians, to the 

generation of Beard, Robinson, and Becker.117 Like most Americans at the time, Turner and 

the Progressive historians expressed some reservations about specific elements of their 

European heritage. Europe was seen as great, its magnificent buildings representing the bright 

glory of the past, but it was still based on authoritarianism. In his two orations, Turner linked 

Europe to feudalism and America to democracy. At the same time, this generations of 

historians kept looking for answers in the European past. Even if present-day Europe was in 

decline, there was hope for its salvation. Turner hoped that democracy was going to be 

accepted in the Old World and that the United States would become a valuable example for 

Europe.  

Turner remained in Wisconsin under the auspices of William Francis Allen for four 

more years. After his decision to enter journalism, he pursued an MA degree that could allow 

him to find a position as a professional historian. He was awarded this degree in 1888 after 

handing in a thesis on the fur trade in Wisconsin (a subject which would emerge again in his 

PhD dissertation at Johns Hopkins. During his MA studies, Turner undertook a trip to the 

East Coast that would influence his perceptions of the Old World.  In 1887, Turner travelled 

to New England with Allen, who wanted to participate in the reunion of his Harvard class. In 

the letters that he sent to his father, his mother, and his sister, Turner mainly described his 
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experiences in Boston, Chatham, and Conway.118 These letters are interesting because of 

Turner’s general tendency to associate New England with European culture.  

  

Tonight I have wandered about the beautiful park called Boston Common —seen 

Fanuil Hall [sic], Old South Church, The Boston Art Gallery, the Public Library, 

Trinity Cathedral —and oh, so many other buildings of historic or architectural 

value. The Art Gallery has casts of all the great works of sculpture in the world 

and is worth a long study and some of its paintings are famous —for instance I 

saw Bastien-LePage’s picture of Jean Darc [sic], with those wonderful visions 

shining in her eyes and that determined look in her face that made her go forth to 

save France and expel the English. You should read her marvelous story.119  

 

Turner associated New England with culture and refinement. Architectural monuments and 

galleries with paintings that depicted glorious moments of European history drew his 

attention. They all seemed new to him. However, he also stressed other images in his letters: 

great steamers pouring out their foreign goods, millions of half-naked children and the 

roughest looking men at the sailor quarter. Eventually he lost his way while walking —a 

“usual thing in Boston.”120  
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He painted an image of urbanization and industrialization, the rise of commerce 

between the two sides of the Atlantic and the ongoing globalization of the economy in the 

years before the First World War. Later, Turner would argue that these problems represented 

the negative aspects of European civilization which the frontier had checked in the past. After 

the passing of the frontier, which had kept the country in an exceptional stage of agrarian 

pioneering democracy, he knew that industrialization was going to sweep America. The 

country was going to resemble Europe and its celebrated pioneering exceptionalism was 

fragile. This was a clear indication that Turner was aware of the powerful cultural linkages 

and similarities between Europe and the United States.  

When he returned back home, he believed that his journey in New England had opened 

his eyes to a wider world: “I understand myself better since I went to New England in many 

ways. In the first place, I was getting very provincial, spite my reading and examination—this 

my trip has neutralized.”121 At around the same time, he was eager to mention that “it is 

something of a compensation to be among the advance guard of new social ideas and among 

a people whose destiny is all unknown. The west looks to the future, the east toward the 

past.”122 Nevertheless, he believed that the past was not necessarily evil. As he stressed in 

many of his writings, it was the knowledge of the past, properly cultivated in the New World, 

that could make the United States the most influential country in the world. 

Turner travelled to New England once more, this time to Baltimore, to continue his 

studies at the doctorate level at Johns Hopkins University, one of the most prestigious 

universities in the United States at the time.  
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The Teutonism of Herbert Baxter Adams 

 

Turner arrived in Baltimore on September 25, 1888 and found a room in a boardinghouse at 

909 McCulloch Street. Turner’s roommates included the famous medievalist Charles Homes 

Haskins and Woodrow Wilson.123 The university itself was also a kind of revelation for 

Turner —Billington mentions that Johns Hopkins was “an oasis in the intellectual desert of 

American education.” In the academic year 1888-89 graduates from ninety-six colleges were 

enrolled in the graduate school, something that approached “the ideal of the national 

university of which George Washington had dreamed.”124 Indeed, Johns Hopkins attracted 

students from every part of the country. Hawkins informs us that during its first decade the 

University had 923 students. Only 4 per cent came from foreign countries (mostly from 

Canada, Germany, and Japan). In 1879 Hopkins had students who had graduated from 57 

different universities and in 1888-1889 there were graduates from 96 institutions.125  
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Turner himself was enthusiastic about the university which was one of the most 

important institutions in the country, in alignment with the progressive impulse that was 

shaking the nation. Turner described his first experiences with this new academic 

environment to his former mentor, William Francis Allen. After mentioning Herbert Baxter 

Adams' optimism that Turner could finish his PhD degree in a year, he described Adam’s 

desire to annex Chautauqua to Johns Hopkins: “the plan embraces the University Extension 

idea —J.H.U. is to be the ‘intellectual clearing-house’ for supplying speakers to the 

Chautauqua circles that may desire historical instruction by lectures, and these speakers are to 

be drawn from the graduate students of the various universities.”126 Taking into account the 

importance of the Chautauqua movement during the Progressive Era, it is clear that the 

University was at the vanguard of reform.  

Herbert Baxter Adams, Turner’s new mentor, actively participated in the reform 

movement and was one of the most important figures in the circles of American historians 

during the late nineteenth century. He was one of the forty-one founders of the American 

Historical Association and belonged to a generation of academics who were trained in 

Germany and sought to bring a scientific element to the discipline by displacing the more 

amateur, romantic approach of earlier times.127 John Higham mentions that when Adams 

began his career at Johns Hopkins the discipline of history was mainly “in the hands of local 

antiquarians, journalists, and a few gifted gentlemen like Bancroft and Francis Parkman.”128 
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He also argues that Adams did not intend to take the side of the professionals against the 

amateurs, but rather that he wanted to prevent this split —he eventually failed.129 

Nevertheless, Adams promoted the movement for scientific history.  

American historians where influenced by Leopold Von Ranke and the American 

Historical Association made him its first honorary member.130 Ranke thought that extensive 

research in archives and accurate use of trustworthy sources were crucial methods to present 

the past at it had happened, free of subjectivity and personal biases. When William Francis 

Allen urged his students to go to the archives, he recalled Ranke’s contribution to the 

discipline. American historians at the time, including Adams, were influenced by Ranke’s 

ideas. 

Nevertheless, his approach which focused on “uniqueness, individuality, and 

spontaneity” was not the sole influence on American historians. On the contrary, influenced 

by scholars such as Comte, Buckle and Darwin, historians in the United States were ready to 

accept theories that could explain historical events through generalizations and historical laws 

that focused on continuity.131 When Adams stressed the Teutonist theory or Turner expressed 

his frontier thesis, they moved away from the Rankean approach of the uniqueness of 

historical events in favor of theories that could explain events through generalizations. 
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Herbert Baxter Adams was highly influential and there is no better way to present his 

importance than to quote Woodrow Wilson’s description of his mentor:  

 

If I were to sum up my impression of Dr. [Herbert Baxter] Adams, I should call 

him a great Captain of Industry, a captain in the field of systematic and organized 

scholarship…The thesis work done under him may fairly be said to have set the 

pace for university work in history throughout the United States.132 

  

After graduating from Amherst College in 1872, Adams went to Germany, like many other 

students in the late nineteenth century — among them William Francis Allen, as we saw 

above — in order to continue his studies. He enrolled at Berlin and Heidelberg where he 

completed his PhD studies. Like the majority of American students who studied in Europe, he 

travelled extensively: He spent five months in Switzerland, France, and Italy.133 He arrived at 

Heidelberg during the winter semester of 1874 and before he officially enrolled, he attended 

lectures on Roman history and the Protestant Reformation by Wilhelm Ihne and Heinrich von 
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Treitschke respectively.134 After his enrollment in April, Adams became “one of forty-one 

American students in the faculties of philosophy, theology, law, and medicine.”135  

He was especially interested in Kulturgeschichte, the history of civilization, which was 

becoming a major trend at the German universities at the time. Later, he attended museum 

lectures on Greek art, archaeology and Christian and modern art in Berlin.136 He also attended 

Johann Gustav Droysen’s classes which taught him about the scientific historical methods. 

Adams accepted Droysen’s definition of history: “History is humanity becoming and being 

conscious concerning itself. The epochs of History…are stages in that ego’s self-knowledge, 

its knowledge of the world and of God.”137  

Years later, Turner recalled Droysen’s notion of history as the self-consciousness of 

mankind. This idea implies a sense of continuity as, in this sense, mastery of the disciplines 

requires the study of world history. The isolated study of a single nation is inadequate, and 

Turner was aware of that. He himself endorsed such a pluralistic historical approach in his 

essay “The Significance of History,” in which he quoted Droysen.138 
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In any case, Adam’s thoughts about the relation between Europe and the New World 

were greatly influenced by the seminars on self-government that he attended in Heidelberg, 

especially the fierce discussion within two schools of thought about the origins of early 

medieval towns. The “Romanians” believed that the origins of the medieval towns could be 

traced back to the late Roman empire, and the “Teutonists” argued that these medieval towns 

derived from the communal life of the Germanic tribes who lived in the Germanic forests 

during the time of Tacitus.139 In this debate Adams initially supported the Romanians, only to 

change his mind under the influence of German historians.140  

Higham argues that Adams became fond of the Teutonic theory due to the strong 

influence of his German professors and the fact that prominent English historians of the era, 

among them John Kemble, William Stubbs, and John Richard Green had accepted the 

Teutonist hypothesis.141 This romantic notion, Higham writes, when transported to America 

“said that American democracy was not a product of revolution, nor was it truly formulated 

in abstract doctrines concerning the rights of man. Instead, it was the distinctive ethnic 

heritage of a people who had learned self-government by running their own affairs and 

defending local liberties against centralized power.”142 Thus it appealed to a democratic 

audience at the time and, equally important, it could be combined with evolutionist 

approaches that dominated the academic discussions of late nineteenth century academia.  
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These ideas, which implied superiority of specific races, became part of the dominant 

ideology of the academic world at the turn of the century. In the United States it was an 

essential part of the mental landscape of the elite that initiated the Progressive movement. 

Roosevelt, Wilson, Ross, Croly, and other Progressives accepted similar ideas and Adams 

incorporated these notions into his Teutonic theories. We will explore Turner’s thoughts 

concerning race and supremacy in the next chapter. 

Adams applied the Teutonic approach in a series of papers which were published in the 

first volume of the Johns Hopkins Studies series, published in 1882-83. They were titled “The 

Germanic Origins of New England Towns,” “Saxon Tithing-Men in America,” “Norman 

Constables in America,” and “Village Communities of Cape Anne and Salem.” The first was 

the most important because in it he coherently articulated for the first time his so-called germ 

theory. 

The Germanic Origin of New England Towns, which was read before the Harvard 

Historical Society on May 9, 1881, included the first important expression of Adams’ theory 

on the transplantation of Germanic germs on the Atlantic shores. The paper was published in 

1882 as part of the Johns Hopkins University Studies in Historical and Political Science. The 

work opens with a quote from the English historian Edward Augustus Freeman. According to 

Freeman, “if you wish to see Old England, you must go to New England.”143 Adams states 

that his intention is to explore “the reproduction of the town and parish systems of Old 

England under colonial conditions in America” an event which, according to him, took place 

almost as a natural phenomenon.144 The author quoted from a speech of Lewis H. Morgan, 
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the American anthropologist, who spoke at the opening meeting of the American Association 

for the Advancement of Science, held in Boston on August, 26, 1880:  

 

It may be proper to say that those of us who come from beyond the Hudson can 

but feel that in entering New England we reach the birthplace of American 

institutions. To some of us it is the land of our fathers…Here they laid broad and 

deep the foundations of American freedom, without which American science 

would have been an infant in leading-strings to-day. Here was developed the 

township … the county … the State … and, finally, the United States ... But the 

greatest of all … was the township, because it was and is the unit of organization, 

and embodies the great principle of local self-government ... It is also historically 

significant because it shows that American democracy may justly claim to be the 

daughter of that Athenian democracy which generated and produced the most 

signal outburst of genius and intellect in the entire history of human race … What 

was achieved for philosophy and art under the free institutions of Athens may yet 

be achieved for science in the evolution of the same forces in America.145 

 

Adams’ reference to Morgan is important because it underlines a sense of Eastern 

predominance by excluding any Western contribution to the formation of the American 

republic. Americans had to cross the Hudson in order to get in touch with the birthplace of 

democracy. This notion was in the air when Turner arrived in Baltimore: in a letter to 
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William Francis Allen, Turner complained that the courses in Johns Hopkins explained the 

political development of the American nation in a very specific manner: “The great lack of it 

all is in getting any proper conception of the Great West. Not a man here that I know of is 

either studying, or hardly aware of the country beyond the Alleghenies —except two.”146 

Moreover, Adams’s writings referred to Morgan's connection between the American and the 

Athenian democracies even though if Adams himself used it to a lesser extent than the link 

between the Germanic tribal polity and American democracy. The New England towns, 

Adams explained, are “as full to-day of youthful freshness, quiet beauty, and energetic life as 

the demes of Grecian Attika in the spring-times of the world” and their institutions were “like 

the tree Igdrasil [sic], of Scandinavian mythology, for the principle of local self-government 

which they embody, takes hold upon all the past and upholds the future in its spreading 

branches.”147 In this way, Adams kept linking New England not only to Greek but to other 

European traditions, such as the Scandinavian ones. Thus, in his fundamental theoretical 

contribution to the debate, Adams eloquently interwove the past with a present in which 

American institutions prevailed. America, despite its uniqueness, always remained attached 

to its European heritage.  

 Another concrete example is Adams’s explanation of rise of New England towns. 

Adams attacked those who “assume that New England towns are either the offspring of 

Puritan virtue and of the Congregational church, or else that they are the product of this rocky 

soil, which is supposed to produce free institutions spontaneously, as it does the arbutus and 

the oak, or fair women and brave men.”148 It seems that Adams denounced the influence of 
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the environment on political institutions, which was to become an important element in 

Turner’s frontier thesis. James C. Malin defines this as a conflict within the post-Darwinian 

scientific world: a conflict between the geneticists, such as Adams, who stressed continuity 

between European and American institutions, and the environmentalists, such as Turner, who 

mostly stressed differences and discontinuity.149 Yet, as we will see, in Turner’s work, the 

notion of continuity between the United States and Europe never disappeared completely. 

 Adams’ germ theory was based on the idea that “biology no longer favors the theory 

of spontaneous generation.”150 If life could not appear in a vacuum, nor could institutions. On 

the contrary, if some form of organic or institutional life occured there must be some cause, 

“some seed for that life.”151  

 

It is just as improbable that free local institutions should spring up without a germ 

along American shores as that English wheat should have grown here without 

planting. Town institutions were propagated in New England by old English and 

Germanic ideas, brought over by Pilgrims and Puritans, and as ready to take root 

in the free soil of America as would Egyptian grain which had been drying in a 

mummy-case for thousands of years.152 
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Adams went on to prove the validity of his theory by stressing similarities between New 

England towns and the village organization of the Ancient Germans. In the councils of the 

Germanic tribes who once inhabited the Black Forest of Germany, Adams discovered the 

roots of liberty, “the germs of religious reformations and of popular revolutions, the ideas 

which have formed Germany and Holland, England and New England, the United States in 

the broadest sense of the old Germanic institution.”153 According to him, democracy was 

based on the communal spirit of this tribal life. Unlike Turner, Adams recognized that the 

communal spirit, and not individualism, was at the heart of the democracy which was born in 

the Germanic forests.154 

 The germ theory offered Americans a unique sense of pride, by connecting them to 

the Old World from which they had sought to escape in 1776. They were simultaneously free 

from the Old World but had managed to keep the best aspects of Europe —most importantly, 

the tribal idea of democracy, which was perfected on the virgin American soil. The ancient 

Germanic tribes existed no more, but in America one could see their spirit in full 

development. The theory managed to link the United States with Europe while allowing 

Americans (especially those of the Atlantic coast) pride in their independence and the 

greatness of their ancestry. What one could find when looking at the local beginnings of the 

United States, Adams concluded, was the “commonwealth of law and custom, of race and 

kinship, historic mines that can never be exhausted, for they extend not only underneath all 

imaginary sections of our land, but under the dividing sea or Revolutionary History itself, 

uniting the New World inseparably to the Old.”155  
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Adams stayed true to his theory in the other papers in the series and few could resist its 

power. Although Turner would later become famous for his revolt against Adams, as his 

student he was still enchanted by his teacher’s narratives.156  

 

The Turnerian Paradox 

 

Turner’s dissertation on the fur trade in Wisconsin, written under the guidance of Herbert 

Baxter Adams and published in Adams’ Johns Hopkins series in 1891, stressed that 

America’s rise could only take place in connectedness with Europe rather than by separation 

from the Old World. It was the first expression of the Turnerian paradox.  

Turner focused on the fur trade in Wisconsin, which was an important activity in this 

region of the country.157 He discussed the relations between European powers and their 

activities on American soil and, subsequently, the influence of the Old World upon the New, 

during the latter’s formative period. Turner emphasized the importance of the trading post as 

an institution throughout history. This old institution, “established in the midst of an 

undeveloped society by a more advanced people,” managed to bring forth economic 

development, social change and transformations.158  The trading post, which had fostered 

civilization in antiquity, was responsible for the establishment of the American nation. Turner 

paralleled the birth of his country with the rise of the naval powers of the Mediterranean 

during antiquity. It was the Phoenicians, he wrote, these early masters of the Mediterranean, 
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who transformed this institution into a “great historic agency.”159 In the writings of Homer, 

he found the best proof for his argument as he traced the genesis of the Phoenician trading 

post in a passage from The Odyssey: 

 

Thither came the Phoenicians, mariners renowned, greedy merchant-men with 

countless trinkets in a black ship...They abode among us a whole year, and got 

together much wealth in their hollow ship. And when their hollow ship was now 

laden to depart, they sent a messenger...There came a man versed in craft to my 

father’s house with a golden chain strung here and there with amber beads. Now, 

the maidens in the hall and my lady mother were handling the chain and gazing 

on it and offering him their price.160 

 

Turner further underlined that the first consciously created trading post, the Phoenician, 

“wove together the fabric of Oriental Civilization, brought arts and the alphabet to Greece, 

brought the elements of civilization to northern Africa, and disseminated Eastern culture 

through the Mediterranean system of lands.”161 It seems that civilization followed the trading 

post, which as a great transcultural force brought with it an enhancement of culture to most 

parts of the then known world. More importantly, it “blended races and customs, developed 

commercial confidence, fostered the custom of depending on outside nations for certain 

supplies, and afforded a means of peaceful intercourse between societies naturally hostile.” 

Essentially, what Turner discovered in the history of the trading post was a very early 
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expression of globalization. The trading post linked different peoples though trade and lines 

of communications. Like commerce and technological innovations during the late nineteenth 

century, the trading post impacted the microcosm of the Mediterranean world. It was, 

essentially, a transcultural force.162 Implied in Turner’s writings is his perception of the 

United States, a great rising naval power at the time, as a successor to the Phoenicians, those 

ancient masters of the seas and of commerce and, subsequently, promoters of 

interconnectedness.163  

Turner also emphasized that the trading post was an institution that could foster peace. 

In the American historical context, traders could use their influence to promote peace 

between the Northwestern Indians.164 He believed that the trading post had the ability to solve 

conflict. Through interaction and understanding, different and competing civilizations could 

cooperate and resolve their disputes due to the positive influence of commerce.165  

                                           
162 The term transcultural instead of transnational is used here, as Turner’s discussion of the trading 

post refers to a period before the rise of the nation states for which the term transnational cannot be 

used.  
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 After the Phoenicians, Carthaginians, Greeks, Etruscans, and Romans took over, the 

trading post promoted commerce throughout the known world. Following his mentor, Baxter 

Adams, Turner extended the germ theory approach to a time even older than that of the 

Germanic forest. The origins of New England towns may have been found in the Black 

Forest of Germany, but the origins of the Teutonic society were based on the Mediterranean 

civilizations that paved the way to classical antiquity.  

 

For over a thousand years before the Migration of the Peoples, Mediterranean 

commerce had flowed along the interlacing river valleys of Europe, and trading 

posts had been established…the routes of the Migration of the Peoples were to a 

considerable extent the routes of Roman trade, and it is well worth inquiry 

whether this commerce did not leave more traces upon Teutonic society than we 

have heretofore considered, and whether one cause of the Migration of the 

Peoples has not been neglected.166 

 

Therefore, the origins of America could be traced back to the great civilizations of the 

Mediterranean, that Turner had so extensively studied during his youth. The argument seems, 

on one level, a clever way for Turner to slightly depart from Adams’s notions without getting 

into conflict with the germ theory. On another level, the argument can be seen as the seed of a 

Turnerian thesis which placed the United States in a European mold. Here lay the foundations 

of an America that traced its exceptionalism through its continuity with the great civilizations 

of the past rather than through isolation from the Old World. This is the omnipresent paradox 

in Turner’s writings which makes his perceptions of Europe ambivalent and, at the same 
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time, compelling. For Turner, the United States was destined to become the last empire in a 

line of successive great political entities which began in Ancient Greece and Ancient Rome.  

 Nevertheless, as a man of his times, Turner continued to emphasize distinctions 

between higher and lower civilizations. He stated that “that stage in the development of 

society when a primitive people come into contact with a more advanced people” deserves 

study.167 This contact was possible because of the trading post which brought “higher” and 

“lower” cultures together. The outcome of this contact could have destructive or elevating 

elements for the less “civilized.” Turner found that the trading post had occupied this position 

from the times of the Phoenicians to the adventures of Britain on the African continent and 

then to the relations between Europeans (and later Euro-Americans) and Native Americans.  

In a rare moment of honesty, Turner argued that “the Phoenician factory, it is true, 

fostered the development of the Mediterranean civilization, while in America the trading post 

exploited the natives.”168 Turner’s theory has been widely accused for ignoring Native 

Americans. Overall, this is true. Yet, in his dissertation, Turner accepted that the conquest of 

America resulted in the exploitation of the native populations. He saw the story of the 

vanishing Indian as a natural and inevitable phenomenon. Turner argued that the difference in 

the function of the trading post in the ancient Mediterranean and in America was based on 

“race differences, partly in the greater gulf that separated the civilization of the European 

from the civilization of the American Indian as compared with that which parted the early 

Greeks and the Phoenicians.”169 Even in this discussion, Europe remained a reference point 

for him in order to articulate his argument.  
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  The trading posts, Turner argued, “were the pioneers of many settlements along the 

entire colonial frontier.”170 It was a means of connection, a point of exchange and a place 

where cultures merged. Turner continued this argument with a historical narrative which 

described the Dutch adventures in New England, their expulsion by the British, the 

destructive practice of selling guns to the Indians (“furnished with arms by the Dutch, the 

Iroquois turned upon their neighboring Indians, whom the French had at first refrained from 

supplying with guns”),171 and the transformation of the trading post to the palisaded town, a 

process in which the trader shone as “the pathfinder for civilization.”172 The whole text was a 

narration of a European power struggle on American soil.  

 

                                           
170 Turner, “Indian Trade,” 168. 
171 Turner, “Indian Trade,” 97. In a later part, Turner mentions that the destruction of the Indians was 

based on their passing from the use of instruments of the Stone Age to the use of tools iron age, 

namely firearms. This forged dependence upon the Europeans. More specifically “the trade tended to 

perpetuate the hunter stage by making it profitable, and it tended to reduce the Indian to economic 

dependence upon the Europeans, for while he learned to use the white man’s gun he did not learn to 

make it not even to mend it.” See Turner, “Indian Trade,” 120. 
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Trading Posts as Agents of Continuity 

 

According to Turner, trading posts had two effects which he divided into two categories: 

effects upon the “savage” and effects upon the “white man.” The trading post perpetuated the 

hunter stage, left unarmed tribes at the mercy of those who acquired arms and established the 

Indian’s dependency on Europeans. “The stage of civilization,” Turner argued, “that could 

make a gun and gunpowder was too far above the bow and arrow stage to be reached by the 

Indian.”173 However, at the same time the trading post, by offering guns to the Natives, 

initiated their ability to resist the American settlement while the “purity of the stock was 

destroyed” by intermarriages with French traders.174  

 The effects of the trading post on the “white man” were quite different. The same 

institution that exploited Native Americans gave Europeans an opportunity for empire 

building. It helped the English and French to enter America and initiate an era of continental 

conquest. Moreover, Turner suggested that because of the seductive effect of the trading post 

upon the native population (the sale of guns and goods) the imperial powers were invited to 

come and trade with them. In a remarkable quote Turner suggested that “the Indian eagerly 

invited the trader.”175 Once again, he saw interconnectedness as an essential element in his 

country’s early history. 

                                           
173 Turner, “Indian Trade,” 167. Turner’s connection between “higher civilization” and the skill to 
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 Eventually, Turner’s essential point emphasized historical continuity. “In every 

country,” he argued, “the exploitation of the wild beasts, and of the raw products generally, 

causes the entry of the disintegrating and transforming influences of a higher civilization. The 

history of commerce is the history of the intercommunication of the peoples.”176 It was 

commerce that brought European empires to the American continent and established their 

presence due to lines of communication. This notion underlines Turner’s belief that the 

foundations of the American nation were not so different from those of the great European 

nations of the past and that the United States, in the end, was not such an exceptional case. If 

America was indeed unique, this characteristic cas caused by its ability to preserve and 

enhance the greatness of the past, not by avoiding it. This paradox, which reveals a historian 

who subscribed to cosmopolitanism rather than provincialism, was at the core of Turner's 

perceptions of Europe throughout his intellectual life.  

 

History and the Call for Continuity 

 

Turner articulated further ideas about Euro-American cultural connections in a paper called 

“The Significance of History.” This work has been widely praised as his most important 

contribution to historiography. Ernst Breisach believes that it was one of the first calls for 

what became known as the New, and subsequently Progressive, History, praising it as “a 

remarkable program that had not been enunciated so comprehensively by any of Turner’s 

European contemporaries, and for which he would receive remarkably little credit.”177 

Indeed, the paper is impressive in its approach: Turner called for a history free from the 
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dramatic narratives of the past but open to economic, social, and cultural factors. Historians, 

Turner argued, should focus on the study of peoples rather than of kings and generals. He 

even anticipated historical relativism when he stressed that “each age writes the history of the 

past anew with reference to the conditions uppermost in its own time.”178 

Some scholars have identified this paper as a remarkable transnational exception in 

Turner’s oeuvre. Ian Tyrell, who has examined the blending of transnationalism and 

nationalism in Progressive historiography, stresses that this paper exemplifies elements of 

transnationalism in Turner’s work. For Tyrell, “Turner ruminated about global trends in a 

way that might have made him, under other circumstances, a progenitor of the modern 

movement of ‘world history’ rather than of the frontier thesis and American uniqueness.”179 

“The Significance of History” solidified Turner’s notion that America should gaze at Europe 

for guidance and inspiration, a notion already implied in his thesis on the fur trade. In 

discussing the numerous conceptions of history, Turner compared the historian with 

Prospero. The historian “waves his hand, and the deserted streets of Palmyra sound to the 

tread of artisan and officer, warrior gives battle to warrior, ruined towers rise by magic, and 

the whole busy life of generations that have long ago gone down to dust comes to life again 

in the pages of a book.”180  

Europe occupies a prominent position in this paper. Turner discusses the glory of the 

European past, while, at the same time, criticizing its shortcomings. He underlines that the 

New History should abandon the courts, knightly valor, the love of ladies, the minstrels, and 

all aspects of a romantic approach to history, and move toward the study of “the degraded 
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tillers of the soil.” He remained ambiguous about his respect for the greatness of the Old 

World and his distaste for the undemocratic means which had fostered this greatness in the 

first place: 

 

But history has its tragedy as well, which tells of the degraded tillers of the soil, 

toiling that others might dream, the slavery that rendered possible the “glory that 

was Greece,” the serfdom into which decayed the “grandeur that was Rome” —

these as well demand their annals.181 

 

The greatness of the European past was based on human suffering, Turner felt. Turner 

acknowledged this negative aspect of European history, although he remained enthusiastic 

about Europe’s civilization and its past grandeur. He believed that his country, a democratic 

nation free from the institutionalized oppression of the Old World, could achieve the same 

glorious status without despotism and authoritarianism. 

Moreover, in this paper Turner explicitly rejected exceptionalism in his discussion of 

Ancient Greek historiography. He criticized the belief of ancient Greek historians in the 

supremacy of their culture: 

 

Artistic and critical faculty find expression in Herodotus, father of Greek history, 

and in Thucydides, the ideal Greek historian…But Thucydides is a Greek; 

literature is to him an art, and history a part of literature; and so it seems to him 

no violation of historical truth to make his generals pronounce long orations that 
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were composed for them by the historian. Moreover, early men and Greeks alike 

believed their own tribe or state to be the favored of the Gods: the rest of 

humanity was for the most part outside the range of history.182 

 

While Turner accepted the masters, he decried their lack of cosmopolitan sensibility. This 

gave him a standpoint from which he could develop a new model of history, that accepted the 

notion that each generation writes history from its own perspective and that history consists 

of past literature, past politics, past religion, and past economics. The idea of historical 

continuity, which so powerfully linked Europe and the United States in Turner’s mind, also 

connected past, present and future in the study of history. There were no abrupt changes in 

historical development: 

 

Strictly speaking, there is no gap between ancient, medieval and modern 

history…Each nation has bequeathed something to its successor; no age has 

suffered the highest content of the past to be lost entirely. By unconscious 

inheritance, and by conscious striving after the past as part of the present, history 

has acquired continuity.183  

 

Indeed, in “The Significance of History,” Turner supported the notion that the United States 

was born from Europe, and that elements of European civilization were ever-present on 

American soil. In fact, the most important question of his essay was essentially related to 

Europe and American self-understanding: “Our destiny is interwoven with theirs; how shall 
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we understand American history without understanding European history? The story of the 

peopling of America has not yet been written. We do not understand ourselves.”184 Although 

he presented the United States as proud, great, and important, these characteristics were an 

extension of Europe’s characteristics. Despite its novelties, the New World remained 

permanently linked with the Old World. It could not be a separate world in its own right:  

 

In a strict sense imperial Rome never died. You may find the eternal city still 

living in the Kaiser and the Czar, in the languages of the Romance peoples, in the 

codes of European states, in the eagles of their coats of arms, in every college 

where the classics are read, in thousands political institutions. Even here in young 

America old Rome still lives. When the inaugural process passes toward the 

Senate chamber, and the president’s address outlines the policy he proposes to 

pursue, there is Rome! You may find her in the code of Louisiana, in the French 

and Spanish portions of our history, in the idea of checks and balances in our 

constitution. Clearest of all, Rome may be seen in the titles, government, and 

ceremonials of the Roman Catholic Church.185 

 

This was Turner’s supreme statement of historical continuity. Not only were American 

political institutions based in Europe, but the American Constitution itself, the cornerstone of 

American exceptionalism, had roots in the Old World. Turner gracefully completed his thesis 

by stating that “ideas, commodities even, refuse the bounds of a nation… In history, then, 

there is unity and continuity. Each age must be studied in the light of all the past; local 
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history must be viewed in the light of world history.”186 In fact, Turner’s paper was not only a 

call for interconnectedness between the two shores of the Atlantic. It shattered, in a bold way, 

the whole concept of American exceptionalism. If unity is the essential element in history and 

if the American Constitution was based on European models, then what could be exceptional 

about the United States?  

 Besides historical continuity, Turner, as a Progressive historian, believed that history 

could be used in a practical way to improve society. What could a historian offer the 

nineteenth-century United States, which was struggling with social problems borne out of 

rapid industrialization and modernity? Many things, Turner argued:  

 

To enable us to behold our own time and place as a part of the stupendous 

progress of the ages; to see primitive man; to recognize in our midst the undying 

ideas of Greece; to find Rome’s majesty and power alive in present law and 

institution, still living in our superstitions and our folklore; to enable us to realize 

the richness of our inheritance, the possibility of our lives, the grandeur of the 

present —these are some of the priceless services of history.187 

 

This quote connects rich inheritance to the grandeur of the present: it is a perfect link between 

the European past and American present, and, hopefully, future. Obviously, Turner 

consciously placed the United States within the mold of European history. He wanted his 

countrymen to feel both proud of their past and optimistic about their future.  
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Turner underlined that it would be profitable for his countrymen to be taught by 

present-day Europe. He looked to Germany, which was getting more powerful after its 

unification. And with melancholy he mentioned that over there “the union of public service 

and historical study” was of paramount importance. He decried the lack of such an approach 

in his own country: “For certain governmental positions” in Germany, he noted, “a university 

training in historical studies is essential.” For Turner, this explained the efficiency of German 

administration.188 He mentioned many German historians who participated in public life, 

among them Gneist, Van Holst and Droysen.189 In the United States only Motley, Bancroft, 

Lowell and Irving had held such positions and only in the diplomatic sector. “In America,” 

Turner wrote, “statesmanship has been considered something of spontaneous generation, a 

miraculous birth from our republican institutions.”190 Thus, America had much to learn, not 

only from the past, but from present-day Europe as well. 

Turner concluded his paper by criticizing isolated societies for discarding the history 

and institutions of the rest of the world. The United States, he decried, had distanced itself for 

too long from European affairs.191 Hinting at Washington’s Farewell Address, he noted that 

“under the influence of a wise policy she has avoided political relations with other powers.” 

However, he also acknowledged that the late nineteenth-century was different from the 

eighteenth and that his country needed different policies: “We are drifting out into European 

political relations,” he stressed. “A new statesmanship is demanded, a statesmanship that 

shall clearly understand European history and present relations, which depend on history.”192 
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Turner hoped that his country would adopt a cosmopolitan and active stance in international 

relations. He attacked the long tradition of American isolationism. Isolation meant 

provincialism, and it was provincialism that he powerfully debunked throughout the “The 

Significance of History.” More generally it can be argued that Turner never abandoned this 

notion. In his The United States: 1830-1850, published posthumously, Turner remarked that: 

“No sharply marked lines can be drawn in the history of any nation: there is a stream of 

tendency, a continuity of events and institutions, which refuses to yield to artificial 

divisions.”193 His belief in continuities between Europe and America combined with his 

conviction that the greatness of the United States could only be achieved within the mold of 

European civilization was an omnipresent idea in Turner’s writings. It constituted the very 

core of the Turnerian paradox. 

In order to address one of the most important questions of his essay, which was “how 

shall we understand American history without understanding European history?” Turner 

rejected Gladstone’s remark that the American Constitution had been the most wonderful 

work inspired by the human mind. This was misleading, Turner argued, for the Constitution, 

“with all the constructive powers of the fathers” was still a growth and American history “is 

to be understood as a growth from European history under the new conditions of the New 

World.”194 In this part of his paper, Turner anticipated Charles Beard’s An Economic 

Interpretation of the Constitution of the United States. Both works were anti-exceptionalist 

studies written by historians who later came to be seen as exponents of American 

exceptionalism. In “The Significance of History,” Turner evoked the idea of his mentor, 
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Baxter Adams, that America was part of a larger organism, known as the “World State.”195 

Thus, Turner in 1891 seemed to be a different person from the one who gave voice to the 

frontier thesis in 1893.  

 

Conclusion 

 

From his early years on, Turner showed a deep interest in Europe. As a scholar of his time, he 

was trained in an academic tradition which valued the importance of America’s European 

past. His writings demonstrate a conscious emphasis on continuities between the Old World 

and the New, which was a fundamental tenet of Progressive history. His work is 

characterized by the Turnerian paradox: a belief that the United States was destined to 

become an exceptional country but that this exceptionalism would be based on the 

improvement of everything positive that the United States had inherited from Europe. For 

Turner, Europe was the cradle of civilization. Its history and cultural traditions were essential 

for America’s self-understanding. In this respect, he invited his fellow citizens to remain both 

informed and alarmed about European developments. European history was an infinite 

collection of lessons that should be absorbed, and mistakes that should be avoided. By 

following Turner’s advice, the citizens of the United States would be able to solve the riddle 

that troubled them regarding their own identity. They could not establish a new and better 

civilization by rejecting the European past, Turner argued, for the European past was also the 

American past. “In those early years,” Turner once wrote, “I was made conscious of Europe, 

for Europe was all about me.”196 His early writings, influenced by European scholars and 

characterized by Turner’s fervent calls for transatlantic connections, testify to this fact. 
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Chapter 2: The Europeanness of the Frontier Thesis 

 

Frederick Jackson Turner presented his famous frontier thesis on July 12, 1893 during a 

meeting of the American Historical Association in Chicago. His perspective on the history of 

the American West has been described as both a turning point in American historiography 

and a monument of American exceptionalism. His thesis was called “America’s declaration 

of historiographical independence from Europe” as it presented “a cavalier dismissal” of 

previous Eurocentric theories of American development such as the germ theory.197 In 

opening up a new academic field of Western history Turner seemingly detached America’s 

past from that of Europe. He turned the orientation of American historiography 180 degrees 

by turning historical inquiry away from the continuities with the Old World towards the 

indigenous origins of the New. For this reason, his name has remained closely related to 

notions of anti-Europeanism and American supremacy. But is this view justified? 

The emphasis on this anti-European perspective suggests a watershed between 

Turner’s earlier work, in which he called upon Americans to study Europe in order to 

understand themselves, and his declaration that the American frontier was the key to 

American development. How can we explain this sudden paradigm shift that must have taken 

place within only two years? How did the student of Baxter Adams and of the Teutonic 

school manage to break free from the germ theory to create a nationalistic and purely 

American historiography instead? Or has his escape from the European intellectual heritage 
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197 In 1983 Breisach coined Turner’s thesis as America’s declaration of historiographical independence 
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been exaggerated, so that we have come to misread Turner’s thesis? This chapter will argue 

that the latter is the case due to the nationalistic understanding of history which dominated 

and shaped the discipline throughout the twentieth century. Historians have neglected the 

extent to which Turner used Europe as a reference culture for the United States. This is all the 

more striking since his focus on Europe is evident even in his most exceptionalist writings, 

such as his frontier thesis. 

Although Turner underlined the importance of the West in American history and the 

importance of the United States in world history, he was also heavily indebted to European 

influences. His argumentation and the parallels and examples he used were so deeply rooted 

in European intellectual soil that, consciously or unconsciously, he never managed to break 

completely free from Europe. In recent years, academic research has started to explore the 

many complex transatlantic connections that emerged at the end of the nineteenth century. 

Studies have pointed to the important European influences on the politics and economic ideas 

of the United States in the Progressive Era. Daniel T. Rodgers, for example, has argued that 

“between the democratic confidence of the early nineteenth century and the hubris of the late 

twentieth century, one begins to discern a moment when American politics was peculiarly 

open to foreign models and imported ideas —when the North Atlantic economy formed, for 

many strategically placed Americans, a world mart of useful and intensely interesting 

experiments.”198 Nevertheless, transatlantic connections in American historiography have not 

been studied extensively with the important exception of Richard Hofstadter, who mentioned 

the European origins of Turner’s ideas in his overview of progressive historiography. 

“American democracy may have been born on the frontier,” he pointed out “but the Turner 

thesis was nurtured in Siena and Padua, Göttingen, Berlin, and Jena, Oxford and Cambridge, 
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as well as Portage, Madison, and Baltimore.”199 Even though he never advanced this line of 

research, Hofstadter indicated an important but neglected aspect of Turner’s thought: The 

European origins of one of the most profound statements of American supremacy.  

In this chapter, we will analyze the European aspects of the frontier thesis by asking 

which elements of Europe Turner hid in order to stress the uniqueness of the frontier and 

which he used in support of his argument. This will make the historical context of the frontier 

proclamation more apparent. It is of great importance that Turner presented his thesis during 

the Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition. Just as the world fair itself, his thesis functioned 

as a historiographical plan for American nation-building. Second, the chapter will 

subsequently explore two main elements of the frontier thesis: its evolutionary approach to 

history and its reference to the notion of free land. These theoretical tools were deeply rooted 

in the European intellectual tradition. I will argue that to neglect this fact inevitably leads to 

misinterpretations of the frontier thesis itself. 

 

Frontier and the Old World 

  

When Turner entered the building which today is the Art Institute of Chicago in order to 

present his frontier thesis, he probably could not imagine that the paper he was about to 

present would become one of the most popular explanations of the American experience. 

According to the dominant narrative about his paper, Turner offered a kind of 

historiographical comfort to the American citizens of the Progressive Era by underlining the 

significance of the United States.  Although this is a valid argument, it neglects the fact that 
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Turner would have been unable to articulate his theory without a concept that predominates 

in the text: that of Europe as a cultural example for the United States.  

 In the introduction to his collection of frontier essays, published in 1920, Turner had 

explained the rationale of his studies of the frontiering experience. Although he stressed the 

uniqueness of the American experience, he also pointed to American influences on Europe. 

Hence, Turner did not equal American uniqueness with detachment from the rest of the 

world. In his own words: 

 

But the larger part of what has been distinctive and valuable in America’s 

contribution to the history of the human spirit has been due to this nation’s 

peculiar experience in extending its type of frontier into new regions; and in 

creating peaceful societies with new ideals in the successive vast and differing 

geographical provinces which together make up the United States. Directly or 

indirectly these experiences shaped the life of the Eastern as well as the Western 

States, and even reacted upon the Old World and influenced the direction of its 

thought and progress. This experience has been fundamental in the economic, 

political and social characteristics of the American people and in their 

conceptions of their destiny.200 

 

This statement —that the American experience had inevitably influenced and changed the 

course of Europe— reveals his willingness to see the United States as an example for Europe. 

Turner emphasized American uniqueness, only to express his assurance that these unique and 

exceptional American elements resonated in the Old World. As the United States was 
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returning to global affairs, Turner was keen to see the United States become a model for the 

Old World. If during his formative years he had seen Europe as a dominant culture in the 

western world, in 1920 he suggested that the United States was becoming a positive influence 

for the countries beyond the Atlantic. These were not the words of a provincial chauvinist. 

Turner's complex mixture of American exceptionalism with what we today call 

reference cultures, can be seen in another part of his introduction to the 1920s edition. He 

quoted Pierre Auguste Adet, the French ambassador to the United States, who stated in 1796: 

“Jefferson, I say, is American, and as such he cannot be sincerely our friend. An American is 

the born enemy of all European peoples.” Turner finds an element of truth in this remark and 

urges the reader, in order to understand Adet’s statement, to 

 

study the transforming influence of the American wilderness, remote from 

Europe, and by its resources and its free opportunities affording the conditions 

under which a new people, with new social and political types and ideals, could 

arise to play its own part in the world, and to influence Europe.201 

 

Turner hoped that the old enmity between Europeans and Americans would not lead to 

isolation. The United States was, at last, extending its influence on the Old World. Turner 

was thinking in national terms but was also able to transcend them. The story of the frontier, 

he believed, was equally important to the Old World and the New World.  

Turner’s presentation of the frontier thesis in 1893 famously began with a quote from 

the bulletin of the Superintendent of the Census for 1890, which stated that until 1880 the 
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United States had a frontier of settlement which was long gone. For Turner, the end of the 

frontier era was both a blessing and a curse. It had been a key factor of American uniqueness, 

on the one hand, and a curse, on the other hand, because how could the United States remain 

exceptional in the frontier era. “Up to our own day American history,” he wrote, “has been in 

a large degree the history of the colonization of the Great West. The existence of an area of 

free land, its continuous recession, and the advance of American settlement westward, 

explain American development.”202 Turner believed he had discovered the key that explained 

American development. It was simply the free land of the West. The vital forces of the West, 

he argued, had transformed American institutions: 

 

The peculiarity of American institutions is the fact that they have been compelled 

to adapt themselves to the changes of an expanding people—to the changes 

involved in crossing a continent, in winning a wilderness, and in developing at 

each area of this progress out of the primitive economic and political conditions 

of the frontier into the complexity of city life.203 

 

To a certain extent, Turner still accepted the validity of the euro-centric germ theory: “All 

peoples show development,” he informed the audience, “the germ theory of politics has been 

sufficiently emphasized.”204 In this respect, he did not challenge the ideas of his mentors. He 
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abandoned the germ theory and that in the frontier thesis he simply argued that some attention must be 
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just stressed that American development could be explained in other ways as well. His 

favorite one was the frontier:  

 

In the case of most nations, however, the development has occurred in a limited 

area; and if the nation has expanded, it has met other growing peoples whom it 

has conquered. But in the case of the United States we have a different 

phenomenon. Limiting our attention to the Atlantic coast, we have the familiar 

phenomenon of the evolution of institutions in a limited area, such as the rise of 

representative government…But we have in addition to this a recurrence of the 

process of evolution in each western area reached in the process of expansion. 

Thus American development has exhibited not merely advance along a single 

line, but a return to primitive conditions on a continually advancing frontier line, 

and a new development for that area. American social development has been 

continually beginning over again on the frontier.205  

 

This continuous regeneration, which made the frontier a fount of youth, offered perennial 

rebirth to Americans. At the edge of civilization, the pioneers had to accept “the simplicity of 

primitive society.”206 The frontiering experience created a new type of man, the American, 

able to master nature and create the great democratic nation of the West. Turner argued that 
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this type of democracy originated from the frontier. At this meeting point of savagery and 

civilization, the country and its political system came to life and the European was 

transformed into an American.  

The frontier, according to Turner, positively offered a composite nationality to the 

American people for “in the crucible of the frontier the immigrants were Americanized, 

liberated, and fused into a mixed race, English in neither nationality nor characteristics.” It 

also diminished American dependence on England while the unique American legislation 

which allowed the creation of a new political system was rooted in the frontier. It helped 

America to deal with its public domain in contrast with the European system of scientific 

administration —as Turner wrote “a system of administration was not what the West wanted; 

it wanted land.” Turner also believed that “the economic and social characteristics of the 

frontier worked against sectionalism” and that the mobility of population that the frontier 

promoted led to the death of localism. The frontier was a supreme nationalizing force.207 

Thus, for Turner, the frontier united the country and led to the creation of a unique 

American character and culture. He believed that the outcome of this experience would 

provide the country with enough self-confidence to promote itself as a cultural and political 

point of reference for the rest of the world.  

 

New Destinies 

 

The promotion of democracy in Europe, in the Old World, was among the most important 

contributions of the frontier, according to Turner. He was unable to demonstrate how this had 
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happened exactly, but he mentioned the idea repeatedly. It was the western frontier, he 

underlined, that offered to “the peasant and artisan of the Old World, bound by the chains of 

social class, as old as custom and as inevitable as fate … an exit into a free life and greater 

well-being among the bounties of nature, into the midst of resources that demanded manly 

exertion, and that gave in return the chance for indefinite ascent in the scale of social 

advance.”208 As an Eden to which Europeans could escape, it offered an inclusive 

internationalizing force which improved living conditions in the Old World. At the same 

time, while the Europeans entered the wilderness they returned to a simple form of life and 

abandoned their European elements by entering an “antisocial” environment. This frontier 

individualism, which was perceived as equal to “the absence of all effective government,” 

promoted and, in a way, established American democracy.209 Europeans could profit from 

this example of a self-governing nation. The United States was becoming an influential 

cultural and political force which could teach Europeans how to manage their affairs. 

Turner’s concept of democracy was not based on a high level of cultivation or on deep 

philosophical foundations. Just like the democracy that Herbert Baxter Adams thought had 

existed in the Black Forest of Germany, it was a simple, vigorous, and somewhat primitive 

concept. He based it on the traits of a population of survivors, of people who had to tame 

nature in order to survive. These pioneers were characterized by: 
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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.210 

                                           
210 Turner, The Frontier in American History, 37. An interesting element to be noted here is the 

parallel intellectual journey of Turner and Spencer with regard to individualism. Both praised 

individualism as the key element of a vigorous and prosperous society. Turner’s appraisal of 

individualism is apparent in his work on the frontier. Spencer’s praise of individualism is evident in 

his work, Social Statics, published in 1851. Spencer presented the notion of the survival of the fittest 

in this book, although he did not use this term. Turner was also ready to accept the deficiencies of 

individualism: “Individualism in America has allowed a laxity in regard to governmental affairs 

which has rendered possible the spoils system and all the manifest evils that follow from the lack of a 

highly developed civic spirit. In this connection may be noted also the influence of frontier conditions 

in permitting lax business honor, inflated paper currency and wild-cat banking. The colonial and 

revolutionary frontier was the region whence emanated many of the worst forms of an evil 

currency…Thus each one of the periods of lax financial integrity coincides with periods when a new 

set of frontier communities had arisen, and coincides in area with these successive frontiers, for the 

most part. The recent Populist agitation is a case in point. Many a State that now declines any 

connection with the tenets of the Populists, itself adhered to such ideas in 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.” Apart from his criticism 

of individualism and the Populist Movement, which he otherwise praised as a genuine frontier 

movement, Turner accepted that cooperation was also important in America: “This Yankee stock 

carried with it a habit of community life, in contrast with the individualistic democracy of the 

Southern element. The colonizing land companies, the town, the school, the church, the feeling of 

local unity, furnished the evidences of this instinct for communities. This instinct was accompanied 

by the creation of cities, the production of a surplus for market, the reaching out to connections with 

the trading centers of the East, the evolution of a more complex and at the same time a more 

integrated industrial society than that of the Southern spirit.” See Turner, The Frontier in American 

History, 32 and 347. Spencer too noticed that as societies reach the industrial phase they tend to be 

cooperative. Spencer writes about cooperation: “When a compound society has been consolidated by 

the cooperation of its component groups in war under a single head —when it has simultaneously 

differentiated somewhat its social ranks and industries, and proportionately developed its arts, which 

all of them conduce in some way to better cooperation, the compound society becomes practically a 

single one.”  And then, at the industrial age “The cooperation, by which the multiform activities of the 

society are carried on, becomes a voluntary cooperation.” Herbert Spencer, Principles of Sociology, 3 

Volumes, (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1897), 555 and 569. 
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As these people pushed westwards, they acquired a strong sense of destiny.211 According to a 

London periodical, which Turner quoted, “others appeal to history: an American appeals to 

prophecy; and with Malthus in one hand and a map of the back country in the other, he boldly 

defies us to a comparison with America as she is to be.”212 This type of dealism implied the 

possibility of a better world and stressed the inherent power of human beings to affect and 

improve the world in which they live. By characterizing American pioneers as idealists, 

Turner granted them the power to improve themselves and their country but also to project 

this idealism, in a later phase, on the rest of the world and especially Europe.  

Moreover, America was always welcoming Europeans during the frontiering period. In 

their encounters with the antagonistic conditions of the frontier, different kinds of people 

such as “bowie knife Southerners, “cow-milking Yankee Puritans,” “beer drinking Germans,” 

“wild Irishmen” and others experienced a “process of mutual education, a giving and taking 

was at work.” The result of this process was the construction of a new kind of people, the 

Americans. No longer were they “outlying fragments of New England, of Germany, or of 

Norway.”213 America represented opportunity, freedom, and democracy to these newcomers.  
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It meant to them…the opportunity to destroy the bonds of social caste that bound 

them in their older home, to hew out for themselves in a new country a destiny 

proportioned to the powers that God had given them, a chance to place their 

families under better conditions and to win a larger life than the life that they 

have left behind.214 

 

It is obvious from all this that Turner saw the United States as the opposite of Europe. The 

latter was the stronghold of feudalism, of long-established relations between dominant classes 

and subordinate masses, a realm of class stratification in which oppression prevailed. The 

United States was the place where the vigorous and energetic newcomers could be free and 

work to achieve the dream of self-accomplishment within a democratic society which knew 

nothing of the Old World traditions and customs.  

 Europe appears, in full force, in the concluding remarks of Turner’s classic paper on 

the significance of the frontier. In the concluding paragraph, he returned to the Old World 

and used it as a parallel:  

 

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.215 
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In his conclusion Turner argued that the United States was not antithetical to Europe after all. 

On the contrary, he saw that there was a developmental parallel between the Old and the New 

World. Thus, he returned to a favorite topic of his earlier works, namely the comparison 

between the great civilizations of the past and his newborn country. By stressing that the 

frontier had the same function and importance for the Americans that the Mediterranean Sea 

had had for the Ancient Greeks, Turner implied that his country was destined, thanks to the 

frontier, to be as dynamic and influential as the culture which had established Western 

civilization. If the Mediterranean Sea had made the Greeks great by allowing them to be 

adventurous and energetic, then the frontier had the same function for Americans.216  

Turner’s parallelism shows a continuity between the European and American 

experience. He repeated that the frontier functioned positively not only for the United States, 

but also for the nations of Europe. This is an important because it connects Turner’s 

formative period of Turner, during which he believed that America ought to gaze towards 

Europe for inspiration, to his latter period, during which Europeans had to look upon America 

for salvation. Turner was eager to find the unique American trait that should influence 

Europe and thought that this trait was the frontier. As his argument became more profound 

and elegant, he advanced a theory of sectionalism which held that the American political 

system could also offer salvation for the decadent Old World.  
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Despite the mainstream perception of Turner’s work, isolationism or discontinuity were 

not the sole elements of his writings. They coexisted with his strong emphasis on historical 

continuity and cultural connections. Using Europe as a positive reference culture for the 

United States was a crucial expression of transnationalism in Turner’s early work, which was 

replaced in his later writings by the notion that the United States had to be accepted as a 

dominant cultural force. In view of the broader picture, Turner’s frontier period was 

isolationist only in the sense that it expected America to mature and become great. However, 

the links with Europe could not and, indeed, were not broken. American exceptionalism, 

Turner thought, could only be valid if it had an uplifting influence upon Europe. His country 

could only be great if it had the willingness and ability to return to the Old World in order to 

purify it. Like the Puritans who came to the New World without forgetting their ancestral 

homelands, Turner was unable to think of American history in isolation. 

 

Frontier Nationalism and American Empire 

 

The 1893 Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition was an event of great symbolic 

significance and, in many respects, a turning point in the history of the United States. It took 

place to commemorate Christopher Columbus’s arrival in the New World. The event 

signified the transformation of the United States from the agrarian republic of the era of the 

Founding Fathers to the industrial powerhouse of the twentieth century. Robert Rydell and 

Rob Kroes describe the exposition as “a ritual of nation-building” and this term clearly 

summarizes the event.217 According to one historian it also signified the arrival of a 
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cosmopolitan America.218 At the same time, this international cosmopolitan America was, 

also, an imperial America. Chauncy M. Depew, New York senator and industrialist, 

described the transnational turn of the United States during his oration at the dedication 

ceremonies of the Fair: “This day belongs not to America, but to the World. The results of the 

event it commemorates are the heritage of the people of every race and clime. We celebrate 

the emancipation of man.”219 This was a celebration of humanity with the United States at its 

center. However, Depew's words can also be read through the lens of exceptionalism. As 

Trachtenberg argues, Depew’s real message was that “America represents the world, is itself 

the world’s heritage, itself the ‘emancipation of man.’”220 No wonder that the millions of 

visitors, who walked around the neoclassical buildings of the White City and viewed 

“oriental villages, Chinese bazaars, tropical settlements, ice railways, the ponderous Ferris 

wheel, and reproductions of ancient cities”221 in the Midway Plaisance, were attending an 

event that emphasized the role of the United States as the peak of civilization. “A 

community,” writes Leerssen in his study of national thought in Europe, “constitutes itself by 

distinguishing itself from the world at large, in the process also excluding from its constituent 
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membership all those that do not belong to it.”222 Democracy and a good life based on 

industrial might were elements that Americans exploited in order to distinguish themselves 

from Europe. However, these elements were exportable. They were also the goals of many 

Europeans, who admired the United States as a progressive nation. American nationalism was 

bound to be mixed with transnationalism and the great event that took place in Chicago in 

1898 perfectly exemplified this blending. The essence of the Exposition, then, mirrored 

Frederick Jackson Turner’s message: The United States was a nation with an exceptional role 

to perform in the years to come and whose destiny was interwoven with Europe's. The 

country had to be linked with the rest of the world, otherwise its exceptionalism would be 

meaningless. 

Additionally, the Exposition revealed that the United States faced similar problems as 

Europe. The so-called Long Depression of 1873-1896, which started with the Panic of 1873, 

taught Americans that innovation and growth do not come without tensions.223 When Turner 

presented his thesis in 1893, the Populist movement was gaining ground by demanding the 

protection of farmers, who that their wages were decreasing because of the enlargement of 
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food supply that industrialization brought.224 Similar tensions occurred in urban areas as well. 

It is more than ironic that the Columbian Exposition took place seven years after the violent 

events of the Haymarket affair and was staged between the financial panic of 1893 and the 

Pullman Strike of 1894.225 Class struggle, the disease that plagued Europe, had found its way 

to the United States as a divisive elemt. This was partly why American elites emphasized the 

unity of the nation and its exceptional character. Kroes and Rydell argue that after the Civil 

War “the united states became the United States,”226 and this process reached a peak during 

the Progressive Era. One function of these world fairs, then, was to hide transnational social 

problems by constructing national myths. 

It is, therefore, not surprising that several nationalistic projects took place under the 

auspices of the Exposition. For instance, Francis Bellamy, in collaboration with James 

Upham, crafted The Pledge of Allegiance of the United States and organized a massive 

campaign of selling flags to schools and urging pupils to sing The Pledge and salute the 

flag.227 On a different level, aboriginals were exhibited in the Midway Plaisance in order to 
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reassure Americans about the distinction between civilization and savagery; they were living 

proof of the validity of social Darwinism which dominated the political and sociological 

discourse of that time.228  

Against the background of this celebration of nationalism, Frederick Jackson Turner, in 

the margins of the Exposition, presented his theory of American development. Turner was 

searching for a nationalistic and holistic explanation of the American experience. We saw 

how, in his dissertation, he had gone further than Adams to unite American civilization not 

only with the Germanic tribes but with the Phoenicians, the Greeks, and the Romans. He 

linked America to empires of the past, which had dominated the land and used trade as a 

means to promote their influence. Only by positing his country in the mold of Europe could 

he emphasize the unique position of the United States. It was an impressive effort to construct 

a national history for the United States, crafted in a transnational context.  

For this reason, Turner was often ambiguous in his efforts to construct an American 

national identity. He declared, from a very early time, the need for a nationalistic approach to 

the study of American history. In this period he was still an exponent of the germ theory, 

evident when he wrote that the facts of western life “carry the mind back to the warrior-

legislatures in the Germanic forests, and forward to those constitutional conventions now at 

work in our own newly made states in the Far West; and they make us proud of our English 

heritage.”229 In the same text, written in 1889, and despite his acceptance of Eurocentric 

explanations of American history, Turner wrote: 

 

                                           
228 Rydell and Kroes, Buffalo Bill in Bologna, 55-63. 

 

 
229 Turner quoted in Hofstadter, Progressive Historians, 68. 

 



 109 

 

General United States history should be built upon the fact that the centre of 

gravity of the nation has passed across the mountains into this great region…A 

new composite nationality is being produced, a distinct American 

people...American history needs a connected and unified account of the progress 

of civilization across the continent. Aside from the scientific importance of such a 

work, it would contribute to awakening a real national self-consciousness and 

patriotism.230 

 

Turner called for a connected and unified account, thus declaring his purpose to become 

America’s national historian by offering an overall explanation of the march of civilization 

westwards—his frontier thesis was going to be that explanation, a way of understanding the 

exceptional American experience. In a few lines he connected the notion of civilization with 

the westward expansion and the unique American character. Additionally, in case his purpose 

had not become apparent, he stressed the need for history to awake self-consciousness and 

patriotism. Turner declared that his historiography was destined to function as a part of a 

greater project: the construction of a nationalistic ethos for the United States. 

 At another paper Turner mentioned that: “America’s historians have from the most 

part, like the wise men of old, come from the East; and as a result our history has been 

written from the point of view of the Atlantic coast.”231 According to Hofstadter, the latter 

part of this remark was meant sardonically: Turner, the historian, felt the inconvenience of his 
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position as a Westerner within an Eastern dominated discipline. Hofstadter also argues that 

this quote clearly shows that the idea that democratic institutions came from the Germanic 

forest “began to seem altogether factitious” to Turner.232 Nevertheless, Turner never opposed 

the germ theory in a direct way. 

In fact, Turner announced his frontier thesis after an invitation by his former mentor 

and exponent of the euro-centric germ theory, Herbert Baxter Adams.233 Adams invited his 

former student to speak in Chicago after he read Turner’s “Problems in American History,” 

which, by all accounts, was the direct precursor to his frontier thesis. The text began with a 

story of a state senator who considered that there was nothing left to explore in American 

history. Turner used this example in order to underline that, in fact, American history was a 

virgin land to be explored.234 Turner once mentioned that Adams, his mentor, had suggested 

that the opportunities to trace new elements and offer new perceptions in American history 

had been exhausted and thus students should return to the study of European history.235 As 

Hofstadter notes, Turner found this insulting and stressed (years later, in a letter to historian 

Carl Becker) that the frontier thesis was “pretty much a reaction from that due to my 
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indignation.”236 However, this story may be partially fictional. As Billington reassures us 

about Baxter Adam’s suggestion that American history was irrelevant as a field of study, “if 

Adams ever told his seminar this (and the records do not reveal such a remark), he had no 

intention of being taken seriously.”237 After all, Adams himself was exploring American 

institutional life. In the end, it seems that both Adams and Turner were better historians than 

the mainstream narrative suggests. They were interested in both the United States and Europe 

because they understood that America's history could not be studied properly in separation 

from its European background and neither of them was capable of detaching the United 

States from the Old World. 

Even when Turner declared that he was taking American history in a new direction, he 

insisted on using European examples in order convey his arguments. Europe was a perennial 

reference culture for him. In his own words: 

 

Economic history [in the Mississippi Valley] finds here a rich harvest. In this rise 

of a new industrial world, the economic conditions of not only the older states of 

our own country, but even of Europe, have received important modifications. To 

this valley, also, have come migrations from the Old World such as can be 
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compared only with the great Wandering of the Peoples — the Völkerwanderung 

— of the Middle Ages.238 

 

In a way, in his writings Europe would always be the standard against which he America. 

Turner’s habit to use European metaphors and examples even when he wrote about the 

exceptional traits of America reinforces our concept of the Turnerian paradox, the blending of 

nationalism and cultural pluralism in his thought. With regard to the emerging American 

cultural nationalism after the War of 1812, Jaap Verheul has shown that “although American 

intellectuals redefined Europe as a useful 'other' against which they could construct their own 

collective identity, they long retained a legacy of European standards of civilization and 

aesthetics.”239 Turner’s case verifies Verheul’s argument. Even when Turner was abandoning 

Europe to stress American exceptionalism, he remained within an intellectual domain defined 

by the Old World.  

 

Evolutionism  

 

Evolutionism and Social Darwinism were important strands within this European intellectual 

domain. They also dominated late nineteenth century America. This chapter will explore how 
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Evolutionism and Social Darwinism influenced Turner and to what extent he was indebted to 

such European concepts in order to advance a theory of American nationalism.  

Turner shared the belief that the environment has a strong influence upon human 

beings. Both human beings and institutions were affected, he thought, by external conditions, 

such as the wild nature of the American frontier.  As he put it, “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 shirt and the moccasin.”240 In effect, the frontier 

brought Europeans into a primitive environment which, as civilized citizens of the Old 

World, they had long forgotten, according to Turner’s narrative. 

However, these pioneers had to adapt to the environment in order to survive. Gradually, 

they started to influence the environment themselves: “Little by little he transforms the 

wilderness, but the outcome is not the old Europe, not simply the development of Germanic 

germs, any more than the first phenomenon was a case of reversion of the Germanic mark. 

The fact is, that here is a new product that is American.”241 Thus the immigrants from Europe 

became Americans. In his analysis of this development, Turner echoed older exponents of 

Americanization such as Crévecoeur, who had articulated a similar narrative in 1782.242  
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 Turner’s idea of an environmental impact upon human behavior was an important 

element in the frontier thesis. If, as William Coleman argues, Turner discovered the dynamic 

of historical change in America, then this dynamic was expressed by using “generalizations 

drawn from biology and geography.”243 Turner’s theories were characterized, to a certain 

extent, by an inherent pessimism due to the fact that the passing of the frontier meant that the 

unique environmental conditions that led to the creation of American exceptionalism had 

gone. Frontier exceptionalism was not a permanent phenomenon. In that sense Turner 

constantly implied that the United States was closer to Europe than many Americans thought. 

James Malin sees the differences between the germ theory and the frontier theory as a 

conflict within the Darwinian school of thought. The first group, with advocates such as the 

geneticist Baxter Adams, stressed continuity and the transit of European culture across the 

Atlantic. The second, with “environmentalists,” such as Turner, stressed differences rather 

than similarities.244 Yet, despite the different elements that both groups of scholars gleaned 

from evolutionism, they agreed on more things than Malin implied. After all, Turner did not 

necessarily think that that the impact of the environment on the people was irreversible. He 

genuinely worried about American democracy in the post-frontier era.  

The impact of Darwinian ideas on Turner is not surprising. Late nineteenth century’s 

scholarship was under the spell of Darwin. As Richard Hofstadter argues, “the United States 

during the last three decades of the nineteenth century and at the beginning of the twentieth 
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century was the Darwinian country.”245 This was just another example of the exchange of 

ideas between the two shores of the Atlantic during Turner’s lifetime. According to 

Hofstadter, “England gave Darwin to the world, but the United States gave to Darwinism an 

unusually quick and sympathetic approach.”246 Peter Bowler argues that the notion of natural 

selection was “in the air” in the mid-nineteenth century and he credits Hofstadter for 

revealing the connection between social-Darwinism, laissez-faire capitalism and its use as “a 

justification for imperialism, colonialism, and slavery.”247  

Whether Turner was writing about pioneers in their log cabins or about successful 

industrialists, he was essentially describing people who adapted to the environment and 

eventually mastered it. The notion of the environmental influence combined with that of the 

“plasticity of society” was partially based on Herbert Spencer’s ideas about the close 

relations between society and organisms.248 Spencer believed that the origin and 

transformation of all species, and subsequently changes in society, take place due to natural 

causes.249 He also thought that adaptation is permanent and that “a change in conditions or 
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environment is followed by corresponding changes in the indigenous species.”250 Society was 

an organism which responded to internal and external —mostly environmental— pressures. 

To a certain extent, Turner, adhered to the idea of the survival of the fittest, one of Spencer’s 

major contributions to the theory of evolution. He had read both Spencer and Darwin and he 

highly appreciated their work: 

 

What Newton did for the mind of man in his age—What Copernicus in his—only 

in greater degree have Darwin and Spencer done for our own—They have given 

us a new world—And from this enlarged conception of things must come a new 

era, broader ideas of religion, govts. etc. Evolution and its accompanying features 

is now in the intellect, when it reaches the hearts of men, then may we not look 

for a new age, a renaissance in thought, like the 16th C—Poets have sung of man 

and poets have sung of nature. But the new poets will read a lesson from Spencer 

and Darwin and sing Man and Nature—mind and matter subjective and objective 

forms of the divine, the unknowable—God—Using Evolution etc as text I could 

ring in Imaginativeness of Present—Dignity of Existence etc—Or I might put it 

Modern Science’s Mission—and work in all these things—.251 
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Adaptation, an idea closely related to the survival of the fittest, and evolution were two 

important ideas that Turner inherited from Spencer.252 The latter saw evolution as the main 

tool to explain the variety of species. The concept made him believe that “life under all its 

forms has arisen by a progressive, unbroken evolution; and through the immediate 

instrumentality of what we call natural causes.”253 In this respect, Spencer’s ideas were 

following a progressive pattern that Turner himself had adopted: the notion that society was 

moving forward toward a superior condition. In historical terms, Turner believed that the 

United States represented this highest stage in the history of civilization. 

  It is important to understand that, according to this analysis, Turner saw the United 

States as the natural evolution of European civilization. The American republic had been the 

outcome of European progress and adaptation to the primitive conditions of the New World. 
                                           
252 The notion of adaptation was of great importance to Spencer and he combined it with the notion of 

the government, which he thought should be a protector of the contracts among individuals: “It is 

clear that any being whose constitution is to be moulded into fitness for new conditions of existence 
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can become adapted to the social state, only by being retained in the social state. This granted, it 

follows that as man has been, and is still, deficient in those feelings which, by dictating just conduct, 

prevent the perpetual antagonism of individuals and their consequent disunion, some artificial agency 

is required by which their union must be maintained. Only by the process of adaptation itself can be 

produced that character which makes social equilibrium spontaneous. And hence, whilst this process 

is going on, an instrumentality must be employed, firstly to bind men into an associated state, and 

secondly to check all conduct endangering the existence of that state. Such instrumentality we have in 

a government.” See Herbert Spencer, Social Statics or The Conditions Essential to Human Happiness, 

Specified and the First of them Developed (London: John Chapman, 1851), 282. 
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Turner useful various schools of evolutionist thought as tools to construct American identity 

by defining it in relation to its European background. It is important then to distinguish 

between the different intellectual schools that existed within the evolutionary framework at 

the turn of the century and examine to which school Turner belonged. Three different but 

connected schools of thought were popular and attracted a great number of intellectuals at the 

time: social Darwinism, neo-Lamarckism and the eugenics movement. What they had in 

common was their belief in evolution. However, they had different perceptions about the 

ways in which evolution worked. 

Social Darwinism, the spiritual offspring of Herbert Spencer, is a term that has been 

applied to many different cases by different writers and for quite varied purposes—something 

that makes its definition a complicated matter. Robert Bannister mentions that when social 

Darwinism appeared on the Continent, around 1880, the term was used to describe a great 

number of social evils which included Spencer’s extreme individualism. For others it was “a 

new rationale for socialism and the class struggle,” while some connected the notion with 

imperialism or eugenics. For Merle Curti it was related to notions of the survival of the fittest 

and the struggle for existence.254  

More generally, Bannister links the term with three key notions: survival of the fittest, 

natural selection and the struggle for existence.255 The concept can be viewed as a metaphor 

to describe the notion that organisms live in a permanent struggle for existence and that only 

those who adapt to the conditions around them could survive. For some commentators, such 

as Hofstadter, this approach, which was strengthened by Spencer’s appeal towards 
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individualism, came down to an apology for laissez-faire ideology. Elites could use this 

explanation to rationalize their dominance in society. One may deduce that, according to this 

theory, those who are unfit to survive, within this competitive society, should be restrained. 

However, Bowler refutes this claim: “Spencer’s acceptance of natural selection in biology 

was limited by his preference for Lamarckism, and it is possible to argue that he saw laissez-

faire more as a stimulus to activity than as a means of eliminating the unfit.”256 Spencer, an 

ardent individualist, appealed to the individual rather to any kind of collective or state action 

in order to control or shape heredity. In the end, for both Darwin and Spencer the whole 

process of selection was a natural thing. Human influence was unnecessary, if not irrational 

in the first place.257 

 If natural selection was an important evolutionist idea of the era, neo-Lamarckism 

was its main alternative. The movement was based on the work of Jean Baptiste Pierre 

Antoine de Moner, chevalier de Lamarck, who had worked on his own theory of 

evolutionism until his death in 1829. The key notion in Lamarck’s understanding of evolution 

was that the environment could affect human beings and “behavioral patterns of parents 

could be inherited by their offspring.”258 This so-called principle of acquired characteristics, 

was provocative because it implied that both good and bad traits could be inherited. Social 
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Darwinism and Lamarckism, in general, shared the belief that the environment influenced 

human beings. Spencer was definitely influenced by Lamarck. His comments on the latter’s 

theories were affirmative: “either there has been the inheritance of acquired characters or 

there has been no evolution.”259 Nonetheless, the question of how good or bad traits could be 

transmitted initiated a distinction between nature and nurture within the evolutionist debate. 

If social Darwinists believed that heredity was natural, neo-Lamarckians came to believe that 

nurture played an important role because of the effects of the environment. If a better 

environment resulted in better characteristics, then education could “diminish or remove in 

time an undesirable racial trait from a person or group.”260 State education and social reform 

were important elements in the neo-Lamarckian project. Supporting these policies 

distinguished them from Social-Darwinists on the grounds that they advocated state activism. 

As thinkers of their time, neo-Lamarckians thought that only white races could benefit from 

progress —non-white races could not hope for improvement.261  

What eventually restricted the influence of Lamarckian ideas was the belief that “the 

improvements can become cumulative through heredity.”262 This mixing of nurture with 

nature undermined the movement when August Weismann, a German embryologist, proved 

that the bodily or mental changes that take place during an organism’s lifetime do not appear 

in its descendants. Weismann stressed the “sharp and impenetrable disjunction between 
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heredity and environment” and argued that “only changes in the germ plasm or heredity 

material could be passed on to subsequent generations.”263 This was a fatal blow to 

Lamarckism. If education did not affect heredity and did not minimize negative traits in the 

long run, then the only possible alternative for improvement, within the evolutionist 

framework, appeared to be a solution that many neo-Lamarckians despised: eugenics.264 

 Eugenics, the third school of thought within the evolutionist framework I am 

discussing here, was similar to neo-Lamarckianism in its demand for active state intervention 

to promote the betterment of society. What distinguished this school of thought was that 

improvement of the weak was not an option. Eugenicists also revolted against laissez-faire 

Social Darwinism when the latter did not lead to the extinction of the weak.265 On the 

contrary, they thought that laissez-faire ideology allowed for the preservation of lower strata 

of society and slums in big cities. Eugenicists demanded a quick response from the state in 

order to alter this situation. It was Darwin’s cousin, Francis Galton, an English polymath, 

who initiated the term eugenics by using the Greek words for “well-born” in 1883.266 

Galton’s aim was to halt the proliferation of all those who were considered inferior in order to 

protect what he considered the purity of the race.267 To achieve this goal state control of 
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human breeding in order to control heredity and avoid the multiplication of the so-called unfit 

was necessary. His ideas found footing in the United States during the Progressive Era when 

the movement of social reform and state intervention was trying to redefine the country. 

 

In an Evolutionist Environment 

 

Turner’s position within this spectrum of evolutionist theories will help us understand his 

ideas about the relations between the United States and the Old World. Turner emphasized 

cultural evolution and historical continuity between the two worlds. Like most of the 

intellectuals of his time, Turner was an evolutionist, and for the Progressives evolutionism 

was a synonym for progress.268 His descriptions of pioneer-survivors who pushed westwards 

implied an element of natural selection, for only the strong could survive in such harsh 

conditions. In this way, Turner testified to the masculinity and strength of the American 

pioneers. He also accepted individualism, but not at the extreme level that Spencer did. In 

fact, Turner’s individualism was softened by his approval of the tendency of Americans to 

form associations. Moreover, Turner was also a nationalist who approved and respected the 

federal government. 

 Turner was mostly influenced by neo-Lamarckism. Social reform, state education, 

and legislation were his solutions for the menacing effects of the closing of the frontier.269 At 

the same time, his fear that Americans might degenerate as the frontier, the source of their 

unique character, disappeared, shows that he was not a hereditarian. Turner did not believe 

that the acquired characteristics that the frontier offered to Americans were irreversible. On 
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the contrary, he feared that the lack of frontier conditions could signal the end of exceptional 

American traits. 

His discussion of immigrants who came to the United States from South-eastern 

European and non-European countries is a case in point. Like most Progressives, Turner 

considered these newcomers of lower stock than the earlier immigrants from northern 

Europe. When he wrote about Jewish immigrants in America, his argumentation was based 

on the concept of acquired characteristics: he believed that generations of Jews living in 

crowded urban environments “produced a race capable of living under conditions that would 

exterminate men whom centuries of national selection had not adapted to endure squalor and 

the unsanitary and indecent conditions of a dangerously crowded population.” However, was 

ready to accept some extenuating circumstances for all those immigrants who did not come 

from northern Europe. He stressed that “it must always be borne in mind that their worst 

traits are in part due to centuries of oppression, and that with freer and more favorable 

conditions in this country the nationality may reveal its strength.” Newcomers could improve 

within the unique American environment: “A better environment, a wider distribution, would 

do much to relieve their misery.”270 A moderate racist but not a hereditarian, and an adherent 

of specific elements of Social Darwinism and neo-Lamarckianism, but not of eugenics, 

Turner was a complicated evolutionist who drew from different intellectual traditions. 

Apart from borrowing from Spencer, Darwin, and Lamarck, Turner also relied on the 

ideas of the British journalist and writer Walter Bagehot, especially from his book Physics 

and Politics, published in 1872. According to Billington, Turner purchased a copy of the 

book in 1888 or 1889, at the suggestion of Herbert Baxter Adam.271 Bagehot was an forceful 
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evolutionist who applied a theory originally related to human organisms or individuals to 

states and nations. Progress, he wrote, “is the normal fact in human society, the fact which we 

should expect to see, the fact that we should be surprised if we did not see. But history refutes 

this.” The reason that history refuted what should have been natural had to do with race:  

 

The ancients had no conception of progress; they did not so much as reject the 

idea; they did not even entertain the idea. Oriental nations are just the same now. 

Since history began they have always been what they are. Savages, again, do not 

improve; they hardly seem to have the basis on which to build, much less the 

material to put up anything worth having. Only a few nations, and those of 

European origin, advance; and yet these think—seem irresistibly compelled to 

think—such advance to be inevitable, natural and eternal.272 

 

Bagehot went on to explain the reasons why this advancement took place. He was, in essence, 

a Eurocentric thinker, an exponent of the notion that European states were destined to rule the 

world through a process of natural selection. His ideas offered a social Darwinist apology for 
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empire, which, combined with the notion of free land that Turner formulated, helped 

construct the notion of supremacy which is apparent in the frontier thesis. The fundamental 

difference was that in Turner’s case Americans, not Europeans, were the people of destiny. 

According to Bagehot, the stronger nations tended to prevail over others and, in many cases, 

the strongest are the best. This was natural selection and social Darwinism as applied to 

nations. The belief that might is right was at the core of this argument.273 

Turner did not express such extreme racial opinions. It may be helpful to keep 

Ostrander’s statement in mind that Turner never wrote explicitly in terms of racial 

determinism and that he was “one of the least race-conscious historians of a thoroughly race-

conscious generation.”274 Ostrander even mentions that Turner “was not given to such 

assertions of Germanic or Anglo-Saxon racial superiority as figured prominently in the 

writings of so many of his contemporaries.”275 He is right in stating that Turner was not a full 

blown racist in comparison to other writers of the era, but incorrect in saying that no elements 

of the germ theory were apparent in the historian’s writings. Turner believed in Anglo-Saxon 

superiority, to a certain extent, but it is true that his Lamarckism compelled him to accept that 

most immigrants who came to the United States could be improved and feel the enhancing 

influence of American conditions. Regarding elements of Germanic superiority, Ostrander 

himself asserts that “the old assumption of special Germanic racial instincts for self-
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government silently played its role in the thesis” and notices that Turner always used the term 

a “fit people.”276 It is true that Turner’s racial determinism and his belief in evolution towards 

a higher level of civilization—an American civilization—were somewhat restrained, basically 

because of his lasting admiration for Europe. He believed that immigrants, especially those 

who came from Europe, could get Americanized, due to the influence of the American 

environment, and that the United States could become the world’s greatest country by 

showing the Western nations how to achieve a better political system.277 

Turner was not the only historian who equated evolutionary progress to the 

conquering of the American West. Hubert Howe Bancroft, the American historian and 

founder of the Bancroft Library had expressed similar ideas three years before Turner’s 

presentation of the frontier thesis.278 Bancroft mostly wrote about the history of early 

California and of the Pacific west coast. In an essay called “The New Civilization,” he 

presented his own ideas about westwards expansion. His argument was based on the notion 

“that the once wild humanity is gradually becoming what is called civilized, the human 

intellect slowly extending its sway over all the earth…upon this western earth’s end, this 

terminus of the grand progressional highway from the oriental cradle of civilization to the 

farthest occidental reach of firm land.”279 Like Turner, Bancroft believed in human progress 
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and accepted the westwards movement of civilization. Like the sun, civilization came from 

the East. The West, America, was going to fulfill the destiny of mankind in the final stages of 

civilization. 

 

The direction of advance from the Asiatic plateaux may have been in a measure 

indicated by the course of the sun, which in the splendor of its western retreat 

held forth an entrancing promise to the toiler as he sank to rest and mediation 

after the day’s labor … This check to liberty, and the lack of free land, tended to 

steep the middle ages of Europe in stagnation … The East has been so long 

accustomed to play the part of schoolmaster that it does not realize that in the 

west also are things to learn and brains to learn them … For centuries to come, 

and henceforth to the end for aught anyone can tell, the tendency of culture will 

be to concentrate on this Pacific seaboard, the terminal of the great Aryan 

march.280  

 

Turner's argumentation was similar. He made use of the common terminology of the era 

concerning Aryan peoples. In a paper written in 1891, which was never published and was 

later recast in his “Problems in American History,” a precursor of his frontier thesis, Turner 

used a different version of his conclusion for the frontier thesis paper:  

 

What first the Mediterranean sea and later the New World was to the Aryan 

peoples, breaking the bond of custom, and creating new activities to meet new 
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conditions, that the undeveloped West has been to the American descendants of 

these Aryans.281 

 

In the “Problems of American History,” and, later, in his frontier article, Turner used a 

revised version of the same phrase, in which Aryan peoples had been replaced by the 

Greeks.282 The term Aryan, used in Turner’s time, did not have the racial connotations that it 

acquired later, when it was used in Nazi ideology. On the contrary, it was used as a generally 

neutral term of ethno-linguistic classification. Nevertheless, already from that time in 

America, the term acquired an aura of superiority. For example, Frederick L. Hoffman, the 

American economist, mentioned in 1896 that “it is not in the conditions of life but in race and 

heredity that we find the explanation of the fact to be observed in all parts of the globe, and in 

all times and among peoples, namely the superiority of one race over another, and of the 

Aryan race over all.”283 Despite neglecting the role played by Native Americans and African 

Americans in his grand narrative, Turner never wrote in such supremacist terms. His 

Lamarckian predispositions, racist as they may have been, allowed him to believe that most 

immigrants could, in the end, become Americans. 

Turner refrained from presenting his argument of American exceptionalism in a 

downright racist manner. For him, evolution was an important analytical tool that helped him 

to discuss the influence of the process of civilization on the successive American frontiers. 

Influenced by Lamarckism, Turner thought that every European could adapt to this process. It 

is essential that he saw civilization as advancing in stages of development. “Stand at 
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Cumberland Gap,” he wrote “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 

cattle-raiser, the pioneer farmer—and the frontier has passed by. Stand at South Pass in the 

Rockies a century later and see the same procession with wider intervals between.”284 Turner 

described evolving stages of civilization as the frontier moved westwards. All the characters 

in this march of civilization were dependent upon the efforts of those who had paved the way 

before them: no pioneer farmers would have existed without the fur traders who conquered 

the wilderness. This idea of can also be found, as this study argues, in Turner’s efforts to 

construct the idea of America as a European outcome. Without their European cultural 

package, Americans may have developed in different ways.  

By halting at the pioneer farmer, Turner seemed to neglect the industrial era in his 

account of different levels of civilizations. That is the reason why he did not emphasize the 

evolutionary approach as much as other writers of his era. According to Nash, the idea of 

successive stages of civilization “had been imported into the United States from France soon 

after 1800 and by the 1820s had become one of the principal instruments for interpreting the 

agricultural West.”285 Turner’s problem, according to Nash, was that he subscribed to two 

somewhat contradictory ideas: the agrarian explanation of American history and the concept 

of civilization. According to Nash, Turner struggled as he wanted to accept these two 

contradictory approaches: the idea of the primitive agrarian culture that he considered 

essential for American democracy and the notion of civilization which had to be an industrial 

civilization. Nash correctly emphasizes that Turner was aware of the fact that the advance of 
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industrialization in America would decrease the fundamental differences between the United 

States and Europe.  

This conflict, Nash argues, could be linked to Turner’s perceptions of Europe. 

According to Nash: 

 

the agrarian tradition has also made it difficult for Americans to think of 

themselves as members of a world community because it has affirmed that the 

destiny of this country leads her away from Europe toward the agricultural 

interior of the continent. This tendency is quite evident in Turner … But if 

interpretation of the West in terms of the idea of nature tended to cut the region 

off from the urban East and from Europe, the opposed idea of civilization had 

even greater disadvantages. It not only imposed on Westerners the stigma of 

social, ethical, and cultural inferiority, but prevented any recognition that the 

American adventure of settling the continent had brought about an irruption of 

novelty into history. For the theory of civilization implied that America, in 

general, and the West a fortiori, were meaningless except in so far as they 

managed to reproduce the achievements of Europe. The capital difficulty of the 

American agrarian tradition is that it accepted the paired but contradictory ideas 

of nature and civilization as a general principle of historical and social 

interpretation.286 

 

This argument is at the core of the Turnerian paradox: industrialism, which was 

essentially coming to the United States from Europe, had to be somehow reconciled with the 
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Turnerian thesis of the agrarian frontier. Turner understood what industrialization meant for 

his country: the United States was becoming more like Europe and he welcomed the positive 

aspects of industrialization. Nash shows that Turner was upset by the arguments of 

nineteenth-century Populists about the economy. He even concluded that the political defeat 

of this movement, which defended the interest of the agrarian class that Turner had praised 

throughout his writings, was a positive development for the United States. In the end, he even 

opposed those who voiced the interests of American farmers, his definite heroes who had 

made the United States an exceptional country in the first place.  In his own words: 

“Wisconsin, to take an illustration, in the days when it lacked varied agriculture and complex 

industrial life, was a stronghold of the granger and greenback movements; but it has 

undergone an industrial transformation, and in the latest presidential contest Mr. Bryan 

carried but one county in the state.”287  

The same paradox appears in Turner’s perceptions of other aspects of civilization such 

as arts and culture. Turner saw refinement as an essentially European characteristic which 

Americans had to abandon in the hostile frontier environment. Descending into primitivism 

was essential for the transformation of Europeans into Americans.  

However, George Wilson Pierson has discovered many instances in which Turner 

seemed appalled by the primitive traits of the American frontiersmen. “Turner himself 

admitted,” Pierson writes, “that one of the effects of our experience with so vast and rich a 

continent was to make men a little careless and wasteful, a little materialistic and anti-

intellectual. At the same time the raw and savage wilderness could not but be unfriendly to 

the delicacies and refinements of civilization.”288 Pierson implies that Turner himself saw this 
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development as a “necessary or deliberate abandonment,” while he also points to Turner’s 

assumption that this sacrifice was detrimental to the United States. Turner seemed to believe 

that, at some point, the United States would be ready to welcome cultural refinement again.289 

Yet, Pierson remarks that “if his essays mean what they appear to mean, then the doctrine is 

that we were most American just when we were least cultivated.”290 Although the 

commentator considers this part of Turner’s discussion secondary to his emphasis on the 

positive aspects of the frontiering experience, it is obvious that Turner was aware that the 

United States would not forever be an agrarian anti-intellectual republic. It was destined to 

establish its own culture, its national intellectual tradition.  

 

In the European Mold 

 

Although Turner did not elaborate much on American artistic and cultural production, he 

believed that cultural productivity was destined to bring his country, once again, into the 

mold of the Old World. In his last work, which was published posthumously, Turner briefly 

discussed the first great American authors. Although he acknowledged that they were 

destined to create a unique national intellectual tradition, he also linked them to the Old 

World. Nathaniel Hawthorn's “treatment of the operations of fate in the Puritan 

environment,” Turner wrote, “almost rises to the severe dignity and beauty of the Greek 

dramatists,” while he found that the same author, in one of his works, “exhibits the contact of 

the Puritan with the life of the Old World.” He knew that other American authors looked 

back to Europe for inspiration: “F.H. Hedge promoted the study of German idealistic 
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metaphysics; Bancroft, Edward Everett, George Ticknor, and Longfellow sojourned in 

Germany or Spain, and brought to American literature a transforming influence and a breadth 

of interest from these Old World lands.”291 But what did Turner think of Ralph Waldo 

Emerson, the patriarch of American national culture who demanded that America declare its 

artistic independence from Europe and embark on its separate journey of exceptional art? 

Turner found that Emerson’s exceptionalism was deeply rooted in European intellectual soil: 

 

The new world of thought and literature, to the promotion of which Emerson gave 

himself in these years, was made possible, partly by the release of the Puritan 

spirit through the development of the new religious liberalism embodied in the 

Unitarian movement; partly by the influence of European idealistic thought 

coming at a time when the material and social life of New England was being 

revolutionized; partly by the new opportunities afforded by the rise of a leisure 

class; but, not least, by the spirit of Jacksonian democracy in its largest sense.292  

 

So much for a declaration of independence from the Old World. Turner was not hostile 

towards Europe. He was afraid though, that one of its exports, namely industrialism, would 

make the already existing class conflict in the United States bigger thereby endangering 

American democracy. He thought that the country should only imitate the positive aspects of 

the Old World in order to perfect them. This is more evident in his discussion of art and 

cultural refinement. He expected the United States to cultivate its own version of culture. The 
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coarseness and simplemindedness of the American frontier, which he had celebrated in his 

writings, would disappear as civilization advanced. Turner's vision was of a United States 

which could improve upon European elements in order to lead the western world into the 

future.  

One of these elements is free land. Celebrated by Turner as a unique American 

phenomenon, it was, in fact, a European intellectual import. To this notion of free land we 

will now turn our attention. 

 

Free Land 

The notion of free land was a vital force in Turner’s thesis. Americans believed that the 

conquering of the West consisted of the acquisition of uninhabited soil. This narrative about 

free land virtually ignored several native nations from which the land was eventually taken. 

Although clearly a fiction, the idea of free land was essential in nineteenth-century America 

as historians, politicians, and expansionists used it in order to explain the country’s 

development. Turner was not an exception. For him, free land allowed Americans to remain 

young while, at the same time, it transformed immigrants into Americans. It was a safety-

valve which minimized discontent in the eastern coast of the nation by inviting the 

impoverished to find a better future in the West. It was free land that made the United States 

superior to Europe because it decreased social conflict. Turner’s reflections on the 

importance of free land are numerous throughout his work. They were apparent, as we have 

seen, in his 1893 frontier paper. In another paper called “Contributions to American 

Democracy,” Turner underlined that “whenever social conditions tended to crystallize in the 

East, whenever capital tended to press upon labor or political restraints to impede the 

freedom of the mass, there was this gate of escape to the free conditions of the frontier.” It 
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was free land that promoted individualism, economic equality, freedom, and democracy in 

the United States.293   

Turner, who began his essay on the frontier with the bulletin of the Superintendent of 

the Census which declared the closing of the frontier, gave voice to the anxiety about what 

could happen to America when the frontier was gone. David Wrobel has termed this fear 

“frontier anxiety” and has argued that it has been an essential element of American culture 

until, at least, the New Deal era.294  

 For Turner, the era of American uniqueness was almost over. He concluded his 

frontier paper with the following words: “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 of American history.”295   

 Europeans had also underlined the importance of free land as a fundamental reason 

for the affluence and egalitarian nature of the New World. In the debate surrounding the 

Reform Bills of 1832 and 1867 which aimed at enfranchising the middle class and certain 

members of the working class, British conservatives had referred to the importance of the 

western free lands in America as a decisive factor in the creation and stability of American 

democracy.296 When British reformers pointed to the United States as an exemplary country 

which had not been destroyed by its acceptance of democracy and popular rule, the 
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conservatives counterattacked by stating that the only reason why the United States did not 

face disorder and dissolve was due to its access to free land. They believed that without free 

land, American democracy would be doomed.  

Many of these British conservatives anticipated Turner’s own words. Sir Robert Peel, a 

prominent Tory politician, stated in 1831 that the differences between the United States and 

Britain institutions were based on “the boundless extent of unoccupied land in the United 

States,” which favored the establishment of political institutions suitable to their economic 

systems.297 The similarities between Turner’s theories and Peel’s analysis are obvious. 

Another important British politician, Benjamin Disraeli used the argument of free land in 

order to humiliate democrats and to emphasize aristocracy’s superiority in England. 

Democracy could be established in a country were the vastness of the land could allow the 

majority of the populace to become landowners. However, this was not the case in his 

country, Disraeli firmly believed. 298 These arguments show that Turner used a common trope 

that had been explored by European intellectuals preceding him. 

 The notion of free land was also discussed in a country that was very different from 

the United States: Russia. In fact, Turner himself had noted that the history of Russia 

deserved a frontier explanation. Mark Bassin has explored the case of the Russian historian 

Sergei Mikhailovich Solovyov (1829-1879), whom he compared with Turner.299 In Bassin’s 

analysis, these frontier interpretations illustrate how ideas of geographic determinism could 
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be used by historians in order to construct nationalistic historiographies.300  The fact that the 

concepts of free land and of the frontier were used by European historians shows that 

Turner's analysis of American uniqueness was not exceptional. 

Long before Turner, Solovyov presented a frontier thesis for Russia in a twenty-nine 

volume work written and published between 1851 and 1876. His motivation resembled that 

of the American historian: to reflect on the role of Russia and its relations with the Western 

European world. Bassin’s study shows that if Turner reflected on a country that was once a 

colony of Europe, Solovyov explored a country that had always been part of the Old World. 

Solovyov matured as a historian in the battle between two groups: Russian intellectuals 

known as “the Slavophiles” believed that Russia was different and superior to other European 

nations and had to redeem Europe. The intellectuals known as “the Westernizers” also 

believed in the destiny of Russia but argued that European civilization was “the highest 

culmination of human historical development.” 301 In contrast to the Slavophiles, the 

Westernizers believed that the roots of Russia were European.302 The fundamental question in 

these debates was why some societies were more advanced and some more backward. 

 Although he was aware that Russian history could be explained by a frontier thesis, 

there is no indication that Turner knew Solovyov’s work. The similarity of their analyses, 

however, shows that Turner’s approach had been used in several histories of the Old World.  

More importantly both Turner and Solovyov were exposed to the power of Europe which 

was, for both of them, a reference culture. They both used Europe as a political and cultural 
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standard which helped them judge their own countries. Europe was a significant cultural 

influence and their work was to address the impact of this influence on Russia and the United 

States.  

There was another thinker who directly influenced Turner: the Italian economist 

Achille Loria. “Loria, the Italian economist,” Turner wrote, “has urged the study of colonial 

life as an aid in understanding the stages of European development.” Loria was interested in 

understanding European history by exploring American history, in the same way that Turner 

studied Europe in order to understand America. As Loria wrote, in a passage quoted by 

Turner, “America has the key to the historical enigma which Europe has sought for centuries 

in vain, and the land which has no history reveals luminously the course of universal 

history.”303 Turner was fond of Loria's effort to understand Europe through America, which 

was similar to his own endeavor to make sense of his country by understanding it's relation to 

the Old World. 

Benson has shown that Loria thought that free land held the key to the development of 

mankind. His ideas were highly influenced by the Ricardo-Malthusian doctrines of 

population and rent and from thinkers such as Marx and Spencer.304 His main argument was 

that historical outcomes are mainly based on agriculture and population density.”305 As long 

as there is an abundance of free land there can be no capitalistic property, Loria argued, as no 

one would be interested in working for someone else when free lands would enable them to 

work for themselves. This was also the reason slavery was introduced as landowners needed 
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workforce which free people were not willing to provide.  Later, “when the declining 

productivity of the soil has to be offset by labor with a higher degree of efficiency, a milder 

serfdom supplants the more brutal slavery.”306 In the end, increasing population and the 

diminished lands led to the era of capitalistic production in which people were typically free, 

yet without real freedom as they had to work for wages.307 At this point concentration of 

capital begins and “all the economic and social evils of Europe are reproduced.”308 

 What made Loria attractive to Americans was the fact that he used America to 

construct his theory. In his own words: 

 

It is especially to researches in the economic development of the United States 

that I owe this conviction. In fact, the study of this marvelous development has 

shown me that, so long as there is free land which can be cultivated without 

capital, profit is impossible; for there is no laborer who will work at the will of 

the capitalist while he can establish himself on his own account upon land 

without value.309 
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Turner's professor and later colleague and friend Richard Ely was greatly influenced by 

Loria. In the year 1892-1893 a graduate student of both Turner and Ely translated segments 

of Loria’s book Analisi della Proprieta Capitalista in English for them.310 In a letter of 

August 18, 1894, Loria thanked Turner for sending him a copy of a monograph by Orin Grant 

Libby.311 In the case of Loria, the important thing is not only that Turner knew him but that 

“his most potent ideas traced directly back to a European source, the comprehensive social 

theory of Loria.”312 

 

An Apology for Empire 

 

In this section I will connect Turner’s ideas about the disappearance of the free lands to his 

thoughts on the concept of empire. As we saw above, Turner was afraid that the passing of 

the frontier meant that America was at a historical threshold. What were the implications of 

the experience of the frontier in America’s foreign relations? Turner believed that the energy 

of the American nation could not be halted by the conquest of the west. On the contrary, after 

the passing of the western frontier the country was about to search for new frontiers:  

  

He would be a rash prophet who would assert that the expansive character of 

American life has now entirely ceased. Movement has been its dominant fact, 
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and, unless this training has no effect upon a people, the American energy will 

continually demand a wider field for its exercise.313 

 

Turner explained, at some later point, that he was referring to specific issues: “the demands 

for a vigorous foreign policy, for an interoceanic canal, for a revival of our power upon the 

seas, and for the extension of American influence to outlying islands and adjoining countries, 

are indications that the movement will continue.”314 Turner clearly envisioned an active 

American presence in world affairs. He was definitely not an isolationist. In his presidential 

address to the American Historical Association, a few years after the Spanish-American War, 

Turner offered an example of this expansive energy: 

 

Having continued its historic expansion into the lands of the old Spanish empire 

by the successful outcome of the recent war, the United States became the 

mistress of the Philippines at the same time that it came into the possession of the 

Hawaiian Islands, and the controlling influence of the Gulf of Mexico. It provided 

early in the present decade for connecting its Atlantic and Pacific coasts by the 

Isthmian Canal, and became an imperial republic with dependencies and 

protectorates—admittedly a new world-power, with a potential voice in the 

problems of Europe, Asia, and Africa.315 
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These were not isolated events, Turner believed, but “the logical outcome of the nation’s 

march to the Pacific, the sequence to the era in which it was engaged in occupying the free 

lands and exploiting the resources of the West.”316 Thus, the frontier thesis was not only a 

prescription for American exceptionalism, nationalism, and emancipation from Europe. It 

was also an intellectual apology for empire. Turner, who had spoken of empires that 

dominated land, trade and seas in the past, now endorsed the notion that the United States 

was also an empire. William Appleman Williams connects this aspect of the frontier thesis 

with Brooks Adams’s idea that American democracy could only be preserved by a vigorous 

and aggressive foreign policy of expansion. Brooks, who was Henry Adams’s brother, 

articulated his theory in The Law of Civilization and Decay, published in 1895. Williams 

writes that Brooks’s book was a “frontier thesis of the world.” Brooks believed in a cyclical 

interpretation of history with empires which rose and fell upon successive frontiers of 

economic development which marched westwards. His remedy for the loss of the American 

frontier was the colonization of Asia by the United States.317  

Despite the similarities between Turner and Adams I described earlier, the former did 

not articulate a narrative of colonization or oppressive imperial policies. Moreover, Turner 

mostly analyzed the political and historical situation of the United States. If his frontier thesis 

offers an imperialistic reading of the United States, it is because the country was indeed 

becoming an imperialistic power in Turner’s time. As a historian he was well aware that this 

was a repetition of what had happened in Europe. In contrast to other commentators at this 

time, Turner accepted the imperialism of the United States as a fact but did not directly 
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endorse it. He considered the United States a democratic empire and hoped that the country 

could show other countries the way to democracy, especially to European countries.  

 

Conclusion 

 

The perception of Turner’s frontier thesis as a monument of exceptionalism is largely 

misleading. Even though Turner’s focus, during these years, shifted from Europe to the 

American west, he had not shed his Europeanism. Turner’s frontier thesis was based on 

theories and concepts that he had imported from Europe. Moreover, his work continued to be 

filled with illustrations of America’s European past. Europe was a powerful reference culture 

for the historian of the frontier, in spite of the seemingly chauvinistic sections of his writings 

which celebrated the uniqueness of the United States. Turner’s attempt to formulate a 

nationalistic historiographical framework for the United States did not made him oblivious to 

the fact that America never had been isolated from the Old World. On the contrary, he was 

constantly aware that the rising American empire had certain responsibilities in world affairs 

and was not supposed to remain aloof on its own continent. Although Turner did not endorse 

interference in the affairs of Europe, he was adamant that the United States could become a 

reference culture for the Old World. His belief that American democracy, born in the frontier, 

affected European political developments and his acknowledgment that the industrialism of 

Europe would transform the New World are important elements that underline his acceptance 

of the mutual influences which transformed the Atlantic world and connected the civilizations 

on the opposite sides of the Atlantic.  
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Chapter 3: The United States Returns to the Old World 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore Turner’s perceptions of Europe during the 

intellectual journey which occupied his mind for the larger part of his career and which 

focused on the concept of sectionalism. More specifically the following question will be at 

the core of our inquiry: What was the significance of Europe in Turner’s notion of 

sectionalism? The previous chapters discussed the important role of Europe in Turner’s 

formative years and in the formulation of the frontier thesis. This chapter will explore the 

importance of Europe in Turner’s study of American sections. 

 There are two different ways of reading Turner’s work on American sectionalism. We 

can read sectionalism as a study of the development of the American nation in its isolation 

beyond the Atlantic Ocean. This approach emphasizes how Turner explored the different 

sections that comprised the American nation. Initially, he shed light on the development of 

New England, the first frontier of Europe, a place dominated by its proximity to the Atlantic 

Ocean which “connected her with the Old World” and granted New England a more 

conservative character.318 From there, Turner's exploration followed the path of the pioneers 

towards the middle region and, then, to the land of the “western waters,” where democracy 

was established. Turner addressed the political conflicts between the sections, such as the 

North-South quarrel over the tariff and the ambition of these sections to control the West and 

project their political system in those areas —a fact that led to the Civil War according to 

Turner. His approach was, thus, inherently domestic in nature. It was a study of America as a 

static nation, isolated in its own hemisphere. 

                                           
318 Frederick Jackson Turner, Rise of the New West, 1819-1829 (New York and London: Harper and 

Brothers Publishers, 1906), 10. 
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 However, one can also read Turner’s work on sectionalism in a different light. 

Turner’s clear statement about the significance of sections in American history reveals the 

fundamental role of Europe in his hypothesis: 

 

The significance of the section in American history is that it is the faint image of 

a European nation and that we need to re-examine our history in the light of this 

fact. Our politics and our society have been shaped by sectional complexity and 

interplay not unlike what goes on beyond European nations.319  

 

This powerful statement emphasizes once more the cosmopolitanism and internationalism 

that characterized his work. But, as we shall see, there was a contrast between Turner’s 

formative years and the final years of his career due to the different levels of gravity that 

America and Europe had in his mind during those periods. As we have already seen, in his 

formative years Turner urged Americans to follow the path of Europe towards greatness and 

take their own place under the sun. While Turner worked on his theory of sections, the 

tectonic plates of world politics had shifted and America had acquired the status of a world 

power. The main historical events of this period were the First World War, Wilson’s 

internationalism, and the birth of the League of Nations. In this period America appeared 

powerful in the international arena, a new industrial and military power, making its first 

attempts to lead the world by offering international order and stability. 

 It is this reading of Turner’s theory that we will pursue in this chapter. Our 

examination will analyze Turner’s perception of American sections as a faint image of 

                                           
319 Frederick Jackson Turner, The Significance of the Sections in American History (New York: Henry 

Holt and Company, 1932), 50. 
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European nations and will examine his attempt to present the United States as a new empire 

within the old lines of imperial continuity that began in Europe. 

 

 

Sectionalism 

 

Frederick Jackson Turner wrote more about his sectional hypothesis than about any other 

subject in American history. Three of Turner’s four major publications dealt with 

sectionalism and only one with the frontier, the collection of essays called The Frontier in 

American History. Yet, to this day sectionalism has remained to this day quite an obscure 

aspect of Turner’s work in comparison to the more famous frontier thesis, despite the fact that 

one of these works, the collection of essays entitled The Significance of Sections in American 

History, won the Pulitzer Prize in American history in 1932. As Michael Steiner argues, 

“sectionalism was Turner’s dominant intellectual concern from the mid-1890’s until his death 

in 1932.”320 

 According to Turner himself, he was aware of the notion of sectionalism even while 

working on the frontier thesis. In his own words: 

 

In studying our social and economic development, and the frontier advance, I saw 

at once, that the frontier passed into successive and varied regions, and that new 

sections evolved in the relations between these geographic regions, and the kinds 

of people and society which entered them and adjusted to the environment; and 

                                           
320 Michael C. Steiner, “The Significance of Turner’s Sectional Thesis,” The Western Historical 

Quarterly 10, No. 4 (Oct., 1979): 438. 
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that these sections interplayed with each other and reacted on the old East and on 

the nation, in economic life, political forms and legislation, and in social results 

and ideals as expressed in education, literature, religion etc. In short, the national 

spirit—Uncle Sam’s psychology—was a complex, due to a federation of 

Sections. Behind the apparent state and nation type of federation lay the 

federation of sections, explaining manifestations of so-called State sovereignty, 

which are, more deeply, manifestations of sectional differences.321 

 

This suggests that the sectional hypothesis was the logical continuation of the frontier thesis. 

This is borne out by Turner’s definitions of frontier and of section:  

 

The frontier is a moving section, or rather a form of society, determined by the 

reactions between the wilderness and the edge of expanding settlement; the 

section is the outcome of the deeper-seated geographical conditions interacting 

with the stock which settled the region.322 

 

As the frontier advanced, the settlers moved westwards to different directions and places. 

“The United States,” Turner argued, “was always beginning over on its outer edge as it 

advanced into the wilderness.”323 But at different times and places, people settled down in 

                                           
321 Skinner, “Notes Concerning My Correspondence with Frederick Jackson Turner,” 97. 

 
322 Turner, The Significance of the Sections,183. We should keep in mind that Turner offered these 

definitions in 1914 and we can find no clear definition of the frontier in his famous essay of 1893. 

 
323 Turner, The Significance of the Sections,23. 
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different geographical regions. These different regions acquired distinctive traits and the 

country advanced as “both a developed and a primitive society” at each successive frontier.324  

Turner began his paper “The Significance of the Section in American History” by 

identifying the differences between the American West and the American East and by 

exploring the diversity of interests which led these sections into political conflicts. 

Sectionalism came into being precisely because the West “thought of itself and of the nation 

in different ways from those of the East” that allowed sectionalism to take form.325 Turner 

subsequently presented an overview of these differences: 

 

It [the West] needed capital; it was a debtor region, while the East had the capital 

and was a creditor region. The West was rural, agricultural, while the East was 

becoming more and more urban and industrial...the frontier regions stressed the 

rights of man, while the statesmen who voiced the interests of the East stressed 

the rights of property...The West believed in the rule of majority...the East feared 

an unchecked democracy, which might overturn minority rights, destroy 

established institutions, and attack vested interests.326  

 

These distinctions between East and West, among others, led to the sectional conflicts that 

established the American nation and Turner’s Rise of the New West, the only book that he 

                                                                                                                                   

 
324 Turner, The Significance of the Sections,23. 

 
325 Turner, The Significance of the Sections,23. 

 
326 Turner, The Significance of the Sections,23-24. 
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published during his lifetime, was a study of these conflicts in the period 1819-1829.327 

Turner used the words of important politicians of that era to prove that they also had 

recognized the sectional combinations and hostilities of their own time and that a game of 

power was waged in the American nation, where the forces of nationalism and sectionalism 

also clashed.328 Turner strongly believed that “in the minds of some of the most enlightened 

statesmen of this decade, American politics were essentially a struggle for power between 

rival sections.”329 It is true that we will encounter a great number of compromises between 

rival sections in American history: the compromise of 1790, the Missouri Compromise of 

1820, and the compromise of 1850 are only a few examples that testify to Turner’s belief in 

conflict and consent between rival sections. By explaining “the attitude and influence of New 

England, the middle region, the south, and the west, and of the public men who reflected the 

changing conditions of those sections in the period under consideration,” Turner saw 

sectional rivalry and compromise as fundamental elements of American history and 

                                           
327 Turner had great difficulty in writing full length volumes. Albert Bushnell Hart, professor at 

Harvard and editor of the American Nation series in which Turner’s book was published, mentioned 

after Turner’s death that: “it ought to be carved on my tombstone...that I was the only man in the 

world that secured what might be called an adequate volume from Turner.” Hart quoted in Bennett, 

Frederick Jackson Turner, 58. 

 
328 The interplay between sectionalism and nationalism was an important part of this work. The last 

sentence of the book captures Turner’s belief that Andrew Jackson, a hero of the Western section, 

personified the national American spirit and that Abraham Lincoln was his rightful heir. It reads: “Still 

the great currents of national growth ran on. New England was achieving unity and national feeling as 

a manufacturing region, and Webster was developing those powers which were to make him the orator 

of consolidation. While the leaders of the middle states played the game of personal politics, their 

people and those of the growing west were rallying around the man who personified their passion for 

democracy and nationalism —the fiery Jackson, who confused sectional opposition to the government 

with personal hostility to himself. This frontiersman was little likely to allow political metaphysics, or 

even sectional suffering, to check his will. And on the frontier of the northwest, the young Lincoln 

sank his axe deep in the opposing forest.” See Turner, Rise of the New West, 331-332. 

 
329 Turner, Rise of the New West, 8.   

 



 150 

 

politics.330 In other words, Turner expressed his belief in what we may now call pluralistic 

democracy. Rise of the New West, which explored the period 1819-1829, and The United 

States, 1830-1850: The Nation and Its Sections, published posthumously both used sectional 

analyses. Turner wanted to study these periods from the point of view of the sections, also 

because he thought it would be misleading to generalize the history of such a vast and varied 

country.    

 Both Rise of the New West and The United States follow the same analytical pattern. 

Their first chapters are static accounts of the sections while the latter chapters include the 

political action of the era and are more analytical. In Rise of the New West, Turner explores 

the following sections: New England, the Middle Region, the South and the West (the latter 

in four chapters) while his study of the political action in these sections explores events such 

as the crisis of 1819, the Missouri Compromise, the Monroe Doctrine, the question of the 

tariff, and the opposition to John Quincy Adams' presidency. In The United States his 

sectional study is more detailed and elaborate, as he wrote about New England, the Middle 

Atlantic States, the South Atlantic States, the South Central States, the North Central States, 

and finally about Texas and the Far West. His exploration of the political action of the era 

concerned the administrations of Jackson and Van Buren, and the presidencies of Tyler, Polk, 

and Taylor. 

 In the above we have explained Turner’s sectional hypothesis and its emphasis on the 

significance of the section in American history. Now is the moment to allow Europe to enter 

the equation so that we will understand the importance of Europe as a point of reference in 

Turner’s sectional hypothesis.  

 

                                           
330 Turner, Rise of the New West, xvii.  
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American Sections as European Nations 

 

Already from 1899, when Turner started thinking about sectionalism, he strongly connected 

the idea with Europe:  

 

There are American sections, neither defined by state lines nor by the old 

divisions of New England, middle region, south and west...the map of the United 

States may be likened to the map of Europe; that the great physiographic 

provinces which have been won by civilization are economically and socially 

comparable to the nations of the old world.331 

 

Such a parallelism with the Old World shows that Turner was more than an exponent of 

American exceptionalism and isolationism. Clearly, America was on the rise as a powerful 

and independent country. Turner knew that the conquering of the West had allowed 

American dominion over the multiple resources of the western hemisphere. “Out of the virgin 

wilderness we have built such industrial power that we now produce two-thirds of the pig 

iron of the world, over twice the steel tonnage of England, Germany, and France combined,” 

he wrote.332 With such an economic and industrial preponderance, America could have 

remain isolated from the Old World to enjoy its own wealth and democracy completely free 

from any entanglements with the past. 

                                           
331 Turner, The Early Writings, 280. 

 
332 Turner, The Significance of the Sections, 38. 
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Yet, at the same time, Turner was aware that the same forces which led to the rise of 

the United States were also bringing the world together. As he wrote in 1916,  

 

the world is shrinking in these days of electric communication, the aeroplane, and 

the swift ocean streamers. Adam Smith at the period of our Revolution assured 

the English farmer that he need fear no competition from the Irish cattle because 

of the protection afforded by the cost of transportation across the channel. Today 

Argentine and Montana cattle help to feed England. In other words, Argentina is 

effectively as near England as was Ireland in 1776. England is about as close to 

New York as is San Francisco; in effect Japan is no more remote from Seattle 

than was Kentucky from Philadelphia a hundred years ago.333  

 

It is not surprising, then, that Turner, who had recognized the increasing 

interconnectedness of the world in the twentieth century, suggested that “we [Americans] are 

forced to think of ourselves continentally and to compare ourselves with all Europe.”334 He 

believed that the United States was becoming like the Old World and that the sections of the 

country were “becoming more and more the American version of the European nation.”335 

Turner understood that, finally, industrialism and capitalism had arrived in America and that 

they were there to stay, something that threatened his old dream of a republic of frontier 

freeholders. Secondly, he realized that such a vast and varied country as the United States 

                                           
333 Frederick Jackson Turner, “Why Did Not the United States Become Another Europe?” in Frederick 

Jackson Turner’s Legacy: Unpublished Writings in American History, ed. Wilbur R. Jacobs (San 

Marino, California: The Huntington Library, 1965), 124. 
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could not just be perceived as a single nation. The magnitude of a country that was 

geographically as vast as the European continent made the study of its sections, which Turner 

perceived as the equivalent to European nations, inevitable. 

 However, Turner did not just describe the American sections as European nations. 

The core of his argument was that as the American nation evolved, the sections entered a 

European-like system of balance of power, a system which was characterized by conflicts and 

alliances not unlike those that had characterized the European nations in the previous 

centuries. At this point Turner recognized that the westwards expansion was far from the 

peaceful procedure he had presented in his frontier essays and that there were important 

conflicting interests at stake. It was not only the wilderness or the Native Americans that 

made the process difficult but as “rival societies, free and slave, were marching side by side 

into the unoccupied lands of the West, each attempting to dominate the back country, the 

hinterland,” they were engaging into a struggle for power and worked out agreements that 

were like “the diplomatic treaties of European nations.”336 

 The prize at stake, according to Turner, was the Mississippi Valley, the heart of the 

Western lands.337 So important was this place for the sectional struggle which formed the 

nation that it caused Turner to America and Europe even more directly: 

                                           
336 Turner, The Significance of the Sections, 27. Turner quotes William Grayson’s words during the 

Virginia ratification convention of 1787 when he said, concerning the struggle for power and 

dominance over the West which occupied the political decisions of the Atlantic sections,: “I look upon 

this as a contest for empire...If the Mississippi be shut up, emigrations will be stopped entirely. There 

will be no new states formed on the Western Waters...This contest of the Mississippi involves the 

great national contest; that is whether one part of this continent shall govern the other.” See Turner, 

The Significance of the Sections, 27. 

 
337 Turner quotes from a Southern writer in DeBow’s Review in 1847: “A contest has been going on 

between the North and South not limited to slavery or no slavery—to abolition or no abolition, nor to 

the politics of either whigs or democrats as such, but a contest for the wealth and commerce of the 

great valley of the Mississippi.” See Turner, The Significance of the Sections,32. 
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The contests between rival European powers for the control of the Bagdad 

railway, the thrust of Germany toward the rich hinterlands made up of the 

Balkans and India, and the project of “Central Europe” in the history of the World 

War, have a resemblance to these American sectional contests for the still more 

valuable hinterland of the Mississippi Valley.338 

 

Turner then argued that the sections of America were almost ready to enter struggles and 

conflicts that could result in the one thing that Americans hated most about Europe: war. 

Americans of course had participated in wars and conflicts but only for higher causes and 

peaceful ends —or at least so they thought. However, Turner implied that the sections would 

not wage war with each other for mere economic or political interests. Such a statement 

would have been a clear break from any notion of American exceptionalism or American 

superiority over Europe and a definite acceptance of the fall of the American democratic 

experiment.339 

Before we explore Turner’s position further, we should keep in mind that war was not 

just a theoretical problem but a hard reality the generation of Progressives had to deal with. 

                                           
338 Turner, The Significance of the Sections, 32. For a highly interesting analysis of the European rival 

for the control of the Baghdad railway as one of the causes of the First World War see, among others, 

William F. Engdahl, A Century of War: Anglo-American Oil Politics and the New World Order 

(London, Ann Arbor, MI: Pluto Press, 2004), 22-28. Turner did not link the conquest over the 

Mississippi Valley with European events that led to minor conflicts but with the very events that led 

directly to the global conflict of 1914. 

 
339 The Civil War is an important exception and represents an anomaly in Turner’s theory of sectional 

compromise. We will see how he tried to solve the problem of this conflict in the next section of the 

chapter.  
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As the sinking of the Lusitania and the submarine warfare that Germans waged upon the 

ships of the initially neutral United States led Wilson to entangle his country’s destiny with 

the fate of the Old World, Turner came to mediate more and more on the role of war in global 

history. He also reflected on the role of America in the new era that would follow the last 

shot on the battlefields of Europe. Turner’s thoughts on war were strongly connected with his 

notions of sectionalism: his assumption that America might enter a situation of sectional 

warfare not unlike the national rivalry that Europe had experienced throughout its history was 

ground-breaking in his work.  

The logical question that arises is whether Turner really believed that America had 

descended to such a low level of morality and integrity, almost equal to that of the decadent 

Old World. Was he devastated because isolationism was put to the test as American interests 

demanded the country’s participation in the Great War and Wilson’s policies initiated the rise 

of internationalism in the American political tradition? The answer, surprisingly, is no. 

Although Turner was certain that the American sections were experiencing a struggle for 

power and a rather old-fashioned balance of power system, he did not allow himself to 

imagine armed conflict at the end of this struggle. The struggles were waged and resolved on 

the level of politics and not at the bayonet’s edge. He could not help but recognize that the 

American sections had “trade and transportation interests” but, he also immediately added 

that “American sections did not go to war over their trade and transportation interests.”340 

America may have become what he called “an empire, a federation of sections, a union of 

potential nations” but restraint and political wisdom, not war, was the American way.341 

                                           
340 Turner, The Significance of the Sections, 32. 

 
341 Turner, The Significance of the Sections, 37. 
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Turner’s appeal to American political wisdom preserved a strong optimism about a 

bright American future and kept the imperative of American exceptionalism alive. Turner 

was quite explicit about the American preference for politics and legislation over armed 

conflict: “The American peace has been achieved by restraining sectional selfishness and 

assertiveness and by coming to agreements rather than to reciprocal denunciation or to 

blows.”342  

Turner, at this point, managed to show that America was both like Europe and 

superior to it. That is, in Turner’s sectional hypothesis, America should remain connected 

with Europe while also being exceptional. At this point the Turnerian paradox had of course 

acquired its complete formulation. Unsurprisingly, Turner offered a historical explanation to 

account for these ideas. In a moment of almost prophetic vision he noticed that the United 

States was what a “United States of Europe” would be. But it is also true, he wrote in an 

interesting paragraph, that 

 

the differences are not by any manner of means so marked here as in Europe. 

There are not in the United States the historic memories of so many national 

wrongs and wars, nor what Gilbert Murray calls the “Satanic spirit” of reliance 

upon force. There is not here the variety of language and race nor the sharp 

contrast in cultural types; there has not been the same bitterness of class conflicts; 

not the same pressure of economic need, inducing the various regions to seek by 

arms to acquire the means of subsistence, the control of natural resources. The 

burden of history does not so weigh upon America. The section does not embody 

the racial and national feeling of the European state, its impulse to preserve its 
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identity by aggression conceived of as a self-defense...The American section may 

be likened to the shadowy image of the European nation, to the European state 

denatured of its toxic qualities.343 

 

Here Turner completed his argument. The historical conditions of Europe, its diversity, the 

variety of interests had caused conflicts and tremendous fights over the limited resources of 

the continent.344 The United States faced similar problems but they were alleviated because of 

the smaller scale of the problems and of the superior American political system. War was a 

distinctive trait of Europe, not of America.345 In this political system lay the very key of 

Europe’s salvation from the past. For Turner not only wished to explain that America was 

superior to Europe even when they were so much alike. He also wished America to return to 

Europe and save it from the bondage of the past. Turner was asking his countrymen to offer 

their parental continent their pure and unique political system as a present. It was a great 

idealistic scheme and the highest point in Turner’s intellectual development was his effort to 

incorporate his sectional hypothesis into the internationalist excitement of Wilson’s era. The 

                                           
343 Turner, The Significance of the Sections, 316. 

 
344 It is interesting that at some point Turner argues that human and regional geography were for many 

years established disciplines in the European continent while they had only recently arrived in 

America. His explained that “European nations have been forced to consider the geographical aspects 

of the self-determination of nations and the rearrangement of the map by the treaty which seemed to 

close the World War…But even before and after this war, the increasing pressure of population upon 

the means of life compelled in Europe the study of the natural regions, their resources and peoples, 

and their relations to each other.” See Turner, The Significance of the Sections, 39-40. 

 
345 Some of the essays which are included in Turner’s book on sections are merely analyses of the 

efforts of European powers to dominate the Mississippi Valley by use of force during the 

Revolutionary period. See especially Turner, The Significance of the Sections, 52-85 and 139-182. 
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historian, who for so long had been labelled an isolationist, rose came to advocate America’s 

return to Europe. 

While reflecting on Europe, Turner recalled the French minister who had once stated 

that “an American is the born enemy of all European peoples”. In the introduction to his book 

on the frontier, Turner had found much truth in this, but he now decided to revise this 

argument. For the American was not the enemy of Europeans but merely “the born enemy of 

the European system of international relationships.” Americans had fled to the New World in 

order to escape European practices and traditions. In this New World, they learned “how to 

discuss, how to concede, and how to adjust differences, how to combine a loyalty to parties 

which ran across sectional lines, with loyalty to local interests.”346 The main instrument that 

prevented sectional conflicts and allowed America to remain a peaceful continent was the 

American political party. These national parties demanded national allegiance and loyalty 

and, thus, prevented extreme sectional conflicts.347 In Turner's words, the nation was held 

together by the frontier and the national political parties. In the post-frontier era, political 

parties checked sectional conflict: 

 

In the past we have held our sections together, partly because while the 

undeveloped West was open there was a safety valve, a region for hopeful 

restoration; partly because there were national political parties, calling out 
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national allegiance and loyalty over all sections and at the same time yielding 

somewhat under stress to sectional demands. Party was like an elastic band.348 

 

Contrary to these American experiences, “Europe has not found any central organization 

capable of penetrating beyond the boundary of the nation itself, and because there have not 

been parties international in their scope, we have the bare impact of nations or allied groups 

of nations upon other nations or group of nations. This means wars instead of peaceful 

adjustments by laws.”349 The national control of sectional manifestations combined with the 

acceptance of several of the sectional demands was the key to keep the balance of 

sectionalism alive by means of negotiation.  

Overall, Turner’s argument of sectional compromise can be placed within a broader 

theoretical framework of American pluralist democracy. His understanding of American 

political history as a conflict between different localities and between localities and the 

national center is far from unfamiliar to the student of American history. In Them and Us: 

Questions of Citizenship in a Globalized World, Rob Kroes argues that the traditions of 

regionalism and pluralism are key elements to an understanding of American politics: 

 

In their happy conjunction they have made for an American tradition of political 

thought that has always had a keen eye for the countervailing potential of 

accommodation in any matrix of conflict.350  

                                           
348 Turner, The Significance of the Sections, 46. 
349 Jacobs, The Historical World, 140. 

 
350 Rob Kroes, Them and Us: Questions of Citizenship in a Globalized World (Urbana and Chicago: 

University of Illinois Press, 2000), 29. 
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That this pluralism found expression in the American political system with its checks and 

balances is well known, but Turner’s work helps us understand that pluralism was uniquely at 

work in all the cases of sectional compromise. Kroes traces the tradition of American 

political pluralism to Federalist Paper 10 in which Madison argued: “Extend the sphere and 

you take in a greater variety of parties and interests; you make it less probable that a majority 

of the whole will have a common motive to invade the rights of other citizens.” In the case of 

sections different alliances and interests could acquire significance at any given point. The 

function of national political bodies and intense negotiations were able to nip serious 

divisions in the bud.351 In this respect, Turner's approach was rather Madisonian.  

 

The League of Sections 

 

Turner advanced his argument on sectionalism by adding elements of idealism which fitted 

the political climate of his time. He was certain that the United States had given Europe “the 

example of a continental federation of sections over an area equal to Europe itself, and by 

substituting discussion and concession and compromised legislation for force, we have shown 

the possibility of international political parties, international legislative bodies, and 

international peace.” This unique American system could be called a League of Sections (like 

the League of Nations) and was Turner’s solution for the problems that troubled Europe.352 

How did this League of Sections function? “By having our combination of sections 

                                                                                                                                   

 
351 We should note that Kroes also underlines the divisive element that is inherent in the word section. 

He quotes Max Lerner: “The section may be the region in its political aspect, but it has divisive 

overtones, while the region has cohesive ones.” See Rob Kroes, Them and Us, 31. 

 
352 Turner, The Significance of the Sections, 51. 
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represented in a national legislative body, by possessing what may be called a League of 

Sections, comparable to a League of Nations, if it included political parties and a legislative 

body, we have enabled these minority sections to defend their interests and yet avoid the use 

of force.”353 He remained assured that Europe should follow the American example if it 

wished to escape the human condition of warfare. To those who cynically argued that Europe 

would never acquire such a culture he pointed to the already existing international 

conferences and meetings in the Hague which discussed the possibility of a United Europe.354 

 A relevant question that troubled Turner was whether America could acquire 

characteristics of imperial domination and warmongering, elements that he had associated 

with the Old World. As Turner had argued in 1916, there were fundamental differences 

between Europe and the United States. In an article in which he discussed these differences, 

Turner essentially argued that the political system of the United States, based on sectional 

arrangements, was superior to the Old World. In the same article, he emphasized that the 

United States should never forget Washington’s Farewell Address which requested 

Americans to avoid permanent political entanglements with the nations of Europe. In Turner's 

his country would serve as a cultural paradigm for the Old World while diplomatic ties with 

the nations of Europe should only be maintained when they were beneficial to his country. 

This was not a call for cultural isolationism because he was still interested in European 

affairs. In his own words: “Out of our own experience in a federation of sections, held 

together in matters of political activity by party ties which run across sectional self-

consciousness, we can furnish a remedy to Europe for its national particularism and for the 

imperialism of immoderate nationalism.”355 
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 How could a single system be imposed upon a continent characterized by such a 

diversity of peoples and cultures? Turner commented on this issue by referring to Bernard 

Russell, who in a similar way but for different reasons, was calling upon Europeans to 

abandon their national governments and concede their rights upon trade and their foreign 

relations to a higher European authority. A central government that would control Europe’s 

international affairs was an imperative for Russell who saw Europe’s enslavement to the 

United States as a disadvantageous alternative.356 For Turner, these were the words of “a 

socialist and internationalist and of a writer who, with a strange European blindness, is 

alarmed at the prospect of America’s becoming the next great imperialistic power and 

mistress of the world.”357 Turner had no problem at all accepting American dominance over 

the civilized world because he saw his country as a benign empire that had to promote its 

successful political system to the rest of the world —he did not explain how benign this 

imposition of a political system on different nations would be. 

 Thus, the times when America had to look to Europe for guidance and inspiration had 

long gone. After the pioneering experience of the conquest of the West, a distinct American 

spirit had sprung to life, with democracy at its very core. With this spirit as their guide, 

Americans had escaped the evil ways of Europe. However, after the experience of the Great 

War and the rise of American power, this escape was not enough. With power came the 
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responsibility to create a better world. Now Americans were about to present to Europe “the 

underlying ideas of America as a better way of solving difficulties. We shall point to the Pax 

Americana, and seek the path of peace on earth to men of good will.”358 The early Turner had 

expressed admiration for the glory of Rome and for ancient European civilizations. At the 

end of his career he was glad to see that the Pax Americana was dominant where once the 

Pax Romana had been. Turner’s call was never for isolationism but for America to be 

integrated into Western civilization. 

 

Facing the War 

 

During the First World War the American nation mobilized all its available resources for the 

conflict that was waged on the battlefields of Europe. American historians participated in this 

war effort. As William Diamond argues, “the American historian, like the soldier, the worker, 

and the businessman, went to war in 1917 and 1918.”359 Frederick Jackson Turner initially 

believed that America “should not be carried into the maelstrom, and particularly not on 

European terms.”360 He considered it a pity if the US was to enter the war to save Europe 

from its tribulations, fearing that participation would risk America’s democratic experiment. 

He was also worried that Republicans would be tempted to push the country military 

preparedness as “a pretext for neglecting social reforms and internal development on the right 

lines.”361 Turner also feared that the war effort could halt the domestic initiatives of the 
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Progressive movement. But gradually, when he became more convinced that Germans had 

“done their d—st to make us fight them,” he decided to support an American intervention in 

the European war.362  

Turner participated in the National Board for Historical Service, which functioned under 

the auspices of the Committee of Public Information. The first chairman of this board which 

“planned to place historical scholarship at the service of both the national government and the 

general public and to ensure also that materials documenting American participation in the 

war were adequately preserved” was James T. Shotwell of Columbia University.363 

Explaining the importance of the Board in a letter to historian Max Farrand, Turner hoped 

that it was going to be a forum that would encourage American historians to offer their 

insights “in the matter of public opinion and national policy in respect to the war, and in 

regard to the American interests and principles respecting conditions on which peace may be 

made.”364 Both Turner and Shotwell became active for “the Inquiry,” the body that Sidney M. 

Mezes, president of the City College of New York and brother-in-law of Col. Edward M. 

House, established in 1917 in order to prepare America’s participation in the peace 

conference that was going to take place after the war.365  

  Turner occupied a placed between the idealists and realists that gave birth to this 

discipline of international relations after the war. Although he was not an international 

relations theorist, as a historian he wrote about war. His position during this period, as we 

will see, was closed to that of the idealists, as he supported Wilson’s efforts to establish 

international institutions of global governance, although he was always careful not to be 
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overexcited about the possible outcomes of such efforts. One of the works that initiated the 

fundamental debate between realists and idealists was Edward H. Carr’s The Twenty Years 

Crisis, a work that belongs to the tradition of realism.366 It contained an attack on those 

intellectuals who supported Wilson and contributed to the idea of the League of Nations. Carr 

claimed that their utopian idealistic framework failed to achieve their declared objective, 

namely the extinction of war through international affairs. International relations expert 

Hedley Bull described James T. Shotwell, the first chairman of the National Board for 

Historical Service, as one of the most prominent idealists of the time.367 

 The best document that can help us discern Turner’s views on international relations 

is an essay about the organization of post-war Europe. He wrote it for his friend President 

Woodrow Wilson, who took it with him to the Paris Peace Conference in 1919.368 In this 

paper, Turner elaborated on his idea of a League of Nations, based on the American League 

of Sections, as the method for the salvation of Europe. That he presented Wilson with this 

proposal when the American president was trying to reshape the world order shows that 

Turner promoted the presidential agenda of world organization. 

Turner began the essay, which he described as an “abstract of suggestions,” with the 

proposal that a League of Nations should have a Legislative body and a Court (or Council of 

Nations) and that “the operation of international political parties in connection with such a 

Legislature would promote the permanence of the League.” Turner emphasized that the 

inherent weakness of such a League could be the selfishness of its members – of its 

constituent nations – which would require “the application of League force, economic or 
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military and naval.” Turner traced the root of this problem to “the European habit of 

diplomacy, the traditions and the training of her statesmen, and the analogy of a Congress of 

Nations to the historic Congresses of diplomats, and partly in the economic interests and 

ambitions of the nations under old-time leaders.” Already from the beginning, Turner linked 

the problem of world instability and war to the European way of conducting international 

affairs.369 

Turner went on to argue that the American ideals, as expressed by Wilson, were 

wholeheartedly received by Europeans receptive to the American system of organization. 

Turner again underlined the importance of sections in American history and pointed at their 

resemblance with the European nations. The political party remained the prominent 

institution that could prevent sectional conflicts. “The last tie that snapped before the Civil 

War,” Turner argued, “was the party tie.”370  

 

In a region as diversified in some respects as Europe itself, and as large, the 

national political parties ran across all sections, evoked intersectional or 

nonsectional party loyalty, checked the exclusive claim of the section to a vote in 

the interest of the section, furnished the dissenting minority within the section an 

organic connection with party associates in other sections, at the same time that 

this connection was dependent upon just recognition of the special section in 

which the minority lived. It was an elastic bond, but one that was strong. It ran 

horizontal cross-sections of party ties across the vertical lines of sectional 

division. It enabled the voter to act continentally and it compelled the statesman 
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to act on lines of policy that transcended his section, if he would secure a 

continental following strong enough to bring success.371 

 

Turner believed that a League of Nations would minimize extreme national feelings and 

create the kind of international loyalty that could soften national hatred. In this respect, he 

seemed to foreshadow institutions like the European Union which were created to promote 

cooperation and solidarity after the devastation of the Second World War. Turner, who at that 

point had turned anti-communist, added that the international parties that he envisioned 

would “keep the Bolsheviki serpent out of the American Eden.” Through their participation 

in international legislation, the communists would act in the light instead of “strike from dark 

corners, with no sense of responsibility.”372 

Unfortunately, we do not know whether Wilson read the paper or whether it influenced 

his own proposals for world organization. However, Turner’s essay is relevant to our 

understanding of his ideas about transatlantic relations and his belief that by that time the 

United States had become a positive cultural paradigm for the Old World. 

In a 1919 letter to Alice Forbes Perkins Hooper, he clarified his ideas on world 

organization and America's responsibilities in world affairs. While criticizing senator Henry 

Cabot Lodge's conflict with President Wilson over the conditions under which the United 

States would join the League of Nations, Turner wrote: “But a European league, or leagues 

(for there will be two at least and Asia will join one or the other), may bring upon us in 

isolation a situation more frightful than anything that has occurred, and one in which (if his 
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conservatives and ultra-Bourbons prevail) will bring with it domestic war, as well as foreign 

complications leaving us without obligated friends.”373 Turner was clearly afraid that 

American isolationism would be dangerous. He hoped that the proposed League would 

promote a feeling of internationalism among the participants and would be as inclusive as 

possible so that future conflicts could be avoided: 

 

I still think the League can operate as it should only when it acquires a legislative 

body and acts, not as a diplomatic congress of chess playing representatives of the 

old conceptions of balance of power, and diplomatic cleverness, and diplomatic 

traditions, but as voicing whatever internationalism there is among the various 

countries. I believe Germany must be taken in, and ultimately Russia. Otherwise 

there will be two leagues at least, with Italy and Japan, and lesser states holding a 

position where they can trade for concessions from each, and punish one by 

joining the other.374 

 

Turner’s essay contained an interesting suggestion for European reorganization along 

American lines. Bogue mentions that Turner later admitted that his proposal was “no doubt 

unworkable.”375 Yet Bogue also implies that for a generation that was not familiar with the 

experiment of European Union, Turner’s suggestion was rather bold. Years later, Turner 

wrote, in a letter to Edgar Eugene Robinson, that the purpose of his work on sectionalism was 

“to produce a way of looking at our own problems and our own solution of them rather than 
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to rearrange Europe.”376 It is true that Turner’s sectional hypothesis tells us more about his 

idealism and his effort to overcome the pessimism of the frontier thesis by suggesting that 

Americans had a better way of arranging things which Europeans then could imitate. If, of 

course, they had the willingness to listen. 

During his final years, Turner remained very interested in European affairs. The First 

World War and its devastating results for the European nations made him reflect on the 

political condition of the United States in order to see what made his own country different. 

In his study of the United States as a nation of sections, which, potentially, could have been 

nations, Turner saw the political system of the United States as a powerful model which had 

managed to reduce conflicts and enhance cooperation among regions with competing 

interests. He participated in the war effort and actively supported his government’s position.  

His hope that the political wisdom of the United States could be exported to the Old 

World was a strong indicator that, in his mind, his country had reached such a level of 

influence that it could become a model for Europe. Turner hoped that America could repay 

the Old World for all its positive legacy by offering a model which it could use to solve its 

conflicts. Turner knew that his plan was somewhat idealistic, even if he anticipated 

institutions as the United Nations and the European Union. More importantly, Turner’s 

endeavours in international affairs concluded his transformation from a young scholar who 

viewed Europe as a cultural paradigm for the New World to the mature historian who saw his 

country becoming the educator of Europe. 
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Conclusion 

 

Frederick Jackson Turner’s work blended the nationalism and internationalism that coexisted 

throughout the Progressive Era. As an important figure in the formulation of the concept of 

American exceptionalism, Turner undertook the task of explaining why the United States had 

not become another Europe. At the same time, as a historian whose mind was molded by the 

long intellectual tradition of Europe and as a Progressive who believed in the importance of 

world history, Turner combined his American exceptionalism with his admiration for 

European culture. Most of his arguments, even those that seemed to promote an intellectual 

departure from the Old World, could not be formulated without the examples and paradigms 

that Europe provided for the historian of the New World. The Turnerian paradox, the idea 

that the United States could only become exceptional by improving upon its European 

inheritance and by projecting its democratic example to the Old World, resonates throughout 

his writings. Turner was neither an isolationist nor a chauvinist, but rather an internationalist 

who sought to provide an international framework for the development of his country. 

 Although he did not travel extensively in the Old World, he passionately tried to be 

informed about the history and political situation of the countries beyond the Atlantic, as he 

considered this knowledge of paramount importance to position the United States within 

world history and understand its role in the future. His emphasis on the continuity between 

the two civilizations compensated for the discontinuities that his frontier thesis suggested. His 

early works emphasized the importance of understanding European history and identified the 

many legacies that his country had inherited from the old continent. He recognized European-

born ideas in the institutions of his own country. He constantly urged his countrymen to 

remember the positive lessons that the Old World had taught the world and to improve upon 

them in order to create an exceptional nation in a world of nations and not outside of it. His 
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mild pessimism, which resulted from the possibility that the United States might come to 

resemble Europe in a post-frontier world, was based on his fear that class antagonism and 

other negative aspects of industrialism and modernization might enter his homeland. In this 

respect, he was accepting reality rather than myth. He knew that the world was shrinking and 

that no nation could remain exceptional for long. 

 Yet, Turner, at the same time, hoped that the Old World would be able to accept the 

aspects that made the New World exceptional. In fact, he hoped that Europe could be 

elevated by accepting the democratic principle that his country projected beyond the Atlantic. 

Turner believed that America could become a reference culture for Europe, in the same way 

that Europe had been a model for his country in the past. Instead of constructing a firewall 

between the two worlds, Turner hoped for cooperation and mutual understanding. His active 

participation in his country’s struggle during the First World War and his perennial hope that 

the political system of the United States could reform international relations in Europe by 

minimizing conflict and maximizing cooperation among European powers testified to his 

belief in transatlantic reflections and the value of transatlanticism. Above all, Turner who 

lived during the internationalist atmosphere of the Progressive Era, consistently interpreted 

the United States in the context of European history.  
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Section 2: The European Explanation of Charles A. Beard 

 

The purpose of this section is to analyze Charles Austin Beard’s perceptions of Europe, to 

explore its role as a reference culture in his writings, and to argue that Beard was concerned 

with the Old World throughout his work. Although the great bulk of his writings focused on 

American politics, Europe occupied an essential role in his work. More importantly, Beard 

clearly understood the mutual influence between the Old World and the New, and was aware 

that there were bonds between the continents which could not be broken. 

 Despite Beard’s momentous influence, no study of his perceptions of Europe exists. 

This hiatus is all the more striking when we take into account how important Europe was to 

his overall conception of the world. Writing at a time when the United States, and the world 

in general, experienced massive political, industrial, economic, and social transformations, 

which culminated in the destructive experience of the First World War, Beard often felt torn 

between two, often contradictory, beliefs. The first was his belief in the interconnectedness of 

the world (an outcome of his studies in history); the second resulted from the hard 

international realities of the post-war period. Beard believed that cultural and historical links 

between the two shores of the Atlantic world were important. At the same time, in the final 

stage of his career, without rejecting these international realities, he tried to persuade his 

countrymen that a political divorce between the United States and Europe would be profitable 

for both. Separation would allow the United States to develop its liberal democracy and 

Europe would gain by imitating America’s example.  

Although Beard initially tended to see Europe as a reference culture for America, he 

gradually started to believe that the United States was going to influence the Old World, as 

his country grew in power and influence. How this happened and what Beard thought of 

Europe, and what this tells us about himself and about his own country will be crucial 
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questions in the second part of this study. Were Beard’s perceptions of Europe solid and 

static throughout his life or did they gradually change? Did he stress continuities or 

discontinuities between the two continents? Did he present himself as an exceptionalist or did 

he embrace unity with the old continent beyond the Atlantic? If Europe appeared as a cultural 

example for America in Beard’s work — and this dissertation argues that it did — how did 

the historian use the concept of Europe to discuss the United States and how did the shift in 

the balance of power in the Atlantic world, during the beginning of the twentieth century, 

influence his thought? These are some central questions that this section will address in order 

to discover the “European” Charles Beard. 

Why should we pursue a study of Charles Beard’s perceptions of Europe? Why 

should we go back to the writings of a historian who is still remembered as an important 

figure of his age but whose work is not widely read anymore? First of all, Charles Beard was 

a highly influential figure in the Progressive Era. It is not an exaggeration to say that we can 

only completely understand this important period of American history when we take his work 

into account. Indeed, no other historian of this period had this kind of influence. An iconic 

figure among the early twentieth-century American historians, with more than forty-five 

published volumes to his name, Beard became president of both the American Historical 

Association and the American Political Science Association. Twenty years after his death, 

Richard Hofstadter, the iconic American historian of another generation, admitted that “along 

with many other professional historians of my generation, strange as it seems to me now, I 

took up American history under the inspiration that came from Charles and Mary Beard’s The 

Rise of American Civilization.”377 The fact that this work sold almost 71,000 copies, while 

62,000 more copies were sold as Book of the Month Club edition, shows that Charles and 

Mary Beard’s work was not only revered within the historian’s guild but was quite popular 
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with the general public.378 In 2014, as a verification of his enduring influence, The New 

Republic placed him (together with his wife) on its list of the hundred most important 

thinkers of the last century.379 Understanding his perceptions of Europe will allow us to 

pursue a new reading of the Progressive Era and its historiography by placing it within the 

cosmopolitan context of Beard’s thought. 

Moreover, the challenges that Beard faced are relevant to our own times. A century 

after the First World War, uncertainty and the sense of a lack of balance in the world are ever 

present. An ongoing financial crisis has questioned many of the certainties that the western 

world enjoyed since the end of the Second World War. In Europe, the greatest project of 

political unification that the world has ever seen, has been challenged due to this crisis. 

Moreover, extreme nationalistic positions are gaining ground. In the United States the same 

financial crisis has led to questions regarding the prosperity and affluence of the country. One 

may see the Occupy Wall Street movement as a successor to the Populist and the Progressive 

movements that protested injustice in Beard’s America. The rise of Donald Trump also 

recalls Charles Beard’s isolationism. Although they are different historically, these two 

periods share one question: How should the relation of the United States with the rest of the 

world be perceived?  

It is crucial to understand that Charles Beard was troubled by similar challenges and 

problems at the time of America’s ascendancy as a world power. This shows how relevant a 

study of Beard’s perceptions of transatlantic relations is for our own times. Perhaps, by 

exploring what he thought about his generation’s very own turbulent times, we can make 

sense of our own uncertainties and international challenges. 
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The fundamental similarity between our contemporary problems and the problems 

that Beard’s generation encountered is their transnational nature. Indeed, Beard’s 

fundamental emphasis on the continuity between America and Europe was especially 

important in his own time and also makes his thinking highly relevant to our own. He 

understood that both continents could learn by studying each other’s solutions to urgent 

political and social issues. One can understand how interconnected the world was during the 

nineteenth century by the fact that even the most isolationist notion that the century, the idea 

of nationalism, was in fact a transnational phenomenon. Countries did not embrace 

nationalism in isolation. It emerged, in its modern form, during the French Revolution, in the 

eighteenth century, and it affected every country until it reached a peak during the period that 

covers the two world wars that ravaged Europe in the twentieth century. Beard’s own 

struggle to find a path between the powerful idea of nationalism and the reality of 

international interconnectedness highlights the central intellectual issue of his era —and 

underlines the need for our study of his reading of American and European history. 

A thorough study of Beard’s perceptions of Europe requires a clarification of the term 

Europe of course. Which aspects of the old continent should we explore in his work? Indeed, 

the term is very because it includes political, economic, and cultural aspects. The safest way 

is to examine how Beard himself used this notion. Instead of viewing Europe as a monolithic 

entity, Beard treated Europe in a complex way. He preferred to celebrate the diversity that 

characterized the Old World. For him, Europe had both positive and negative aspects. In most 

of his writings the Old World appears as a wise parent, the land of culture and refinement, 

from which the United States had many things to learn. Moreover, Europe was the starting 

point of the Industrial Revolution, which had a tremendous impact on modernization and 

democratization. In comparison to ideas held by many of his contemporaries, Beard did not 

think of Europe as a dark abysmal place of monarchies, hierarchical distinctions, and 
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absolutism. He never forgot that the idea of democracy was born around the Mediterranean 

and that the monarchical motherland of the United States, England, had contributed greatly to 

America’s parliamentarian development. At the same time, in his late years, Beard found the 

power politics that dominated the foreign policies of many European countries problematic. It 

was this aspect of Europe that he eventually abhorred and made him supportive of political 

isolation. However, foreign policy was only one element in Beard’s understanding of the 

transatlantic world. Contrary to common held beliefs, he did not endorse an overall rejection 

of what Europe had historically stood for.  

Yet, even a complex critical thinker like Beard often resorted to broad generalizations 

about Europe. He did not manage to escape completely from thinking of Europe as an idea 

rather than as a real place. As Cushing Strout argues, “it has been as hard for the American to 

see Europe realistically as it has been for him to see clearly his own country, because he has 

almost always understood himself only in relation to Europe.”380 Ambivalence, ambiguity, 

myth, and legend are central elements in the American thinking of the Old World according 

to Strout and they were central to Beard’s mentality as well. 

 In his view Ancient Greece was as much as Europe as England. Greece, Rome, 

England, revolutionary France, and Germany all belonged to the Old World from which 

Beard believed America could draw inspiration. Nevertheless, the Soviet Union was, in a 

way, also part of Europe. For the most part of his life Beard had positive feelings toward the 

communist experiment and, in many cases, he recognized similarities between revolutionary 

Russia and the United States. At the same time, Beard believed that it was Europe that 

America was bound to lead by example. If the glory of the European past had waned, the 

United States had kept a part of it. By projecting it back unto the rest of the world, America 
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could keep the light of western civilization alive. Only this time, the source of the flame was 

going to be in the New World, like the torch of liberty enlightening the world.  

Finally, we should keep in mind that even Beard’s works that seem to deal with the 

United States are related to Europe. In his study of the American Constitution, Beard argued 

that the Founding Fathers were not demigods but politicians with their very own interests and 

agendas — that is, they were not different from politicians in other parts of the world 

including Europe. In this way, Beard attacked a strong tradition of exceptionalism in 

American political and popular discourse which traced the superiority of the United States 

back to what was perceived as the perennial wisdom of the Constitution.381 The impact of 

European thinkers and of his own European experience are clearly to be seen as Europeanist 

influences on Beard’s contributions to historiography.382 

In the final period of his intense and productive career, as a result of several 

disappointments in the failure of Progressive reform after the First World War, Beard 

embarked upon a crusade against interventionism. As the Second World War was 

approaching, the historian who had once been a liberal internationalist ruined his reputation 

by vehemently accusing Franklin Delano Roosevelt of dragging his country into a 

meaningless war.383 In his early work Beard had supported anti-exceptionalism; in the end of 
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his career he flirted with the idea that the United States was indeed a unique place which had 

to be detached politically from the Old World. However, as this section will argue, on the 

whole Beard’s reflections on transatlantic relations were more complicated than that. If he 

wanted Americans to abandon the Old World and follow their own independent course, then, 

at a personal level, he failed to follow his own prescription. Even in his most isolationist 

works, Beard was still very much interested in European affairs. By asking Americans to 

escape Europe while he himself was not able to do so in his own writings, Beard was 

requesting the impossible. As this section will show, even his isolationism was an expression 

of his enduring preoccupation with Europe.  

A study of Beard’s perceptions of Europe will allow us to understand his work 

through the prism of world history. By defying the limitations posed upon historians by 

national borders and exceptionalism, authors such as James Kloppenberg, Daniel Rodgers, 

Rob Kroes, Thomas Bender, Ian Tyrell, Mary Nolan, and Jürgen Osterhammel, among 

others, have underlined transnational connections and comparisons as a better way to 

understand the way history unfolds. The have argued that the world is not made by isolated 

states that exist as closed containers without any communication among them. On the 

contrary, the national and the international are always interlinked and ideas travel between 

nations more often than those who study exclusively national histories think. Even powerful 

nations do not just project influence; they are recipients of foreign ideas and influences as 

well. These scholars have contributed greatly to our understanding of the United States as a 
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transnational country which has always been in contact with the rest of the world and 

especially with Europe.384  

In most studies on Beard, his connections with Europe tend to be limited to his views 

on American foreign policy. One of the earliest edited volumes on Beard contains only one 

chapter that addresses Beard and foreign policy, while most of the chapters focus on the 

“American” Beard: the historian, the political thinker, the public man, and the reformer, 

among others. The chapter that discusses Beard’s conceptualization of American foreign 

policy, written by George R. Leighton, portrays an isolationist Beard, a partisan of American 

exceptionalism, who fiercely opposed his country’s entanglement in European affairs.385 A 

few years before, Gerald Stourzh had explored Beard’s transformation from an 

internationalist during the First World War to an isolationist after the 1930s.386 This 

perception of a dualism in Beard endures even if some commentators argue at the same time 

that there was no serious discontinuity in Beard’s work. For example, Thomas Kennedy 

argues, in the most important study of Beard’s reflections on foreign policy to date, that 

“most scholars have tended to identify Beard’s isolationism only with this period” and 

suggests that this was mostly an aberration, while his own research uncovered a number of 

pre-1930s examples of Beard’s later isolationism.387 Kennedy’s work is important in showing 

continuity in Beard’s thought. However, I would argue that it is possible to reverse 

                                           
384 See James T. Kloppenberg, Uncertain Victory: Social Democracy and Progressivism in European 

and American Thought, 1870-1920 ( New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), Daniel T. 

Rodgers, Atlantic Crossings: Social Politics in a Progressive Age (Cambridge, Massachusetts, and 

London, England: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1998), Rob Kroes, If You’ve Seen 

One, You’ve Seen the Mall (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1996), Thomas Bender, 

A Nation Among Nations: America’s Place in World History (New York: Hill and Wang, 2006), Ian 

Tyrell, Transnational Nation: United States History in Global Perspective since 1789 (Hampshire and 

New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), Mary Nolan, The Transatlantic Century: Europe and 

American, 1890-2010 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012), and Jürgen Osterhammel, The 

Transformation of the World: A Global History of the Nineteenth Century (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 

University Press, 2014). 
385 George R. Leighton, “Beard and Foreign Policy,” in Beale, Charles A. Beard, 161-184. 
386 Gerald Stourzh, “Charles A. Beard’s Interpretations,” 100-130. 
387 Kennedy, Charles A. Beard and American Foreign Policy, x. 
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Kennedy’s argument: if Beard’s later isolationism was ubiquitous in his career, then the same 

applied for his early cosmopolitanism. Even if his early support for political internationalism 

faded in his later years, his fascination with Europe endured. 

Most scholarship on Beard has presented him in light of traditional nation-centric 

history: mostly as an American historian of America. For example, Lee Benson’s Turner and 

Beard: Historical Writing Reconsidered offers a comparative study of the two historians by 

focusing on their theories concerning American development —Turner’s frontier thesis and 

Beard’s economic interpretation of the American Constitution. To the extent that it hints at a 

transnational approach, it does so by emphasizing the fact that both Turner and Beard “drew 

upon European models.”388 However, Turner’s and Beard’s perceptions of Europe are not a 

central concern to the author. Richard Hofstadter’s The Progressive Historians, published in 

1968, offers a much broader and more accurate study of both historians which goes beyond a 

reflection on their “pet theories.” Nevertheless, as the author himself underlines, his focus is 

still on the frontier thesis and the economic interpretation of the Constitution.389  

Most of the existing works on Beard can be placed within this nation-centric tradition. 

Only in small sections that discuss foreign policy do these authors attempt to read Beard in a 

wider context. The first coherent work on Beard’s political and social philosophy, written by 

Bernard C. Borning, was published in 1962. In a chapter entitled “America and the World” 

the author discusses Beard’s changing attitude to foreign policy, from his early interventionist 

standpoint before the First World War to his fierce isolationism during the Second World 

War, similar to Stourzh’s approach discussed above.390 Beard’s transition from 

internationalism to isolationism has been explored in a more detailed way in Beard’s 
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intellectual biography, published by Ellen Nore in 1983. Nore explores Beard’s life in its 

entirety and comments extensively on Beard’s experiences during his travels in Europe and 

on his ideas about foreign policy.391 Yet, she does not attempt to place Beard’s transatlantic 

experience into a wider context. For her, Beard is still the American historian of the United 

States. Almost twenty years later, Clyde W. Barrow, in his study of Beard’s political and 

economic thought, includes a chapter that explores the origins of Beards continentalism —

this is the term that Beard used for his unique version of isolationism.392  

More recently, experts on US foreign policy and international relations have 

rediscovered Beard to make sense of the role of the United States in the post-Cold War and 

the post-9/11 world. They study Beard in the context of America’s empire. H. W. Brands 

identifies two groups of thinkers in the American foreign policy tradition: the exemplarists, 

who argue that Americans should focus on their own problems and lead the rest of the world 

just by example, and the vindicators, who support active participation in world affairs. Brands 

views Beard as one of the leading figures in the first tradition and thereby implicitly points to 

Beard’s idea that the United States should be a reference culture for Europe.393 Another 

historian, Andrew J. Bacevich, argues that Beard’s work, if studied together with William 

Appleman William’s revisionist history, can offer valuable insights that refute the myth of the 

United States as a “reluctant superpower” and reveal the country’s imperial tendencies 

toward the promotion of an international system open to American commerce and overall 

influence —that Beard had fought against in his later days.394 Although both studies are 

important to our understanding of Beard as a cosmopolitan thinker, they do not offer a 
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coherent account of Beard’s perceptions of Europe and of the importance of historical 

continuity in his work. 

To sum up, even though all those studies are essential to our understanding of Beard, 

Europe is largely absent from these works. The one exception is David W. Noble who 

explores Beard within the context of what he calls “the two world” metaphor. He traces the 

elements of continuity and discontinuity in Beard’s work by studying Beard’s position in 

relation to Sacvan Bercovitch’s idea of the American jeremiad.395 Significantly, Noble 

stresses the fact that most Americans, including Turner and Beard, “define what is American 

by making the negative statement that it is not European.” He argues that “by isolating the 

United States from the nations of the European and American continents,” Americans “are 

implying that it is culturally independent, standing outside the Western civilization that gives 

cultural unity to those nations.”396 In the latest of his volumes, Noble argues that Beard 

eventually abandoned the two worlds metaphor which had been replaced in his mind by “the 

chaos of capitalistic self-interest.”397 This is a very interesting point. Beard did indeed write 

once that “in the Old World, as well in the New, capitalism marches swiftly over prostrate 

agriculture, and the machine rolls ruthlessly over the craftsmen.”398 For him, the force of 

industrialism and the Industrial Revolution were bringing the two worlds of the transatlantic 

world together. If capitalistic chaos was the problem, then unity through industrialism seemed 

a solution for Beard. But Noble focuses on capitalism —this is the independent variable with 

                                           
395 David W. Noble, The End of American History: Democracy, Capitalism and the Metaphor of Two 

Worlds in Anglo-American Historical Writing, 1880-1890 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 

Press, 1985), 16- 64. 
396 Noble, The End of American History, 6-7. 
397 David W. Noble, Death of a Nation: American Culture and the End of Exceptionalism 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2002), 21. The other works in which Noble discusses 

Beard are David W. Noble, Historians against History: The Frontier Thesis and the National 

Covenant in American Historical Writing since 1830 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 

1965) and David W. Noble, The End of American History. 

 
398 Charles Beard, “The American Invasion of Europe,” Harper’s Monthly, 1 March 1929, 477. 



 184 

 

which he judges Beard. If we replace capitalism with Europe then Beard’s focus on 

industrialism seems just another example of his belief in world unity. 

What makes it even more urgent for us to study Charles Beard through the lens of 

transnational history is that already at the beginning of the twentieth century, he himself had 

called for such an approach. As this chapter will show, Beard had consciously tried to write 

history in this light. Even if the result of his work just scratched the surface, especially if we 

compare it with the much more refined and concise transnational history of our days, this 

does not alter the fact that Beard can be seen as one of the founders of transnational history. 

His later isolationism led many to forget or neglect this. But such an omission distorts our 

understanding of the historian and his era. This chapter will argue that only through a reading 

that will take into account Beard’s preoccupation with Europe and his call for world history 

we can have a clear understanding of this influential historian and a more successful 

interpretation of his writings. Subsequently, such an approach will enhance our understanding 

of the era in which he lived. 

By exploring this complex transatlantic balancing act, this section will study Beard’s 

perceptions of Europe in the different stages of his development. The first chapter will 

explore Europe as a reference culture in his early years, including his experience as a student 

in England, which caused Beard to develop a highly English sense of the term “Europe.” 

Although he was aware of the distinctions between England and continental Europe, he never 

really ceased to relate the Old World to the former mother country of the United States. 

The second chapter will study Beard as an historian of Europe. Why did Beard begin 

his career by studying Europe? Did he intend to focus on Europe or did he explore European 

history in order to understand important issues which the United States faced at the beginning 

of the twentieth century? Did he construct an image of Europe to foreground similarities or 
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differences with the United States? Was he interested in stressing continuities or 

discontinuities between the two worlds? Beard’s early works include a study of the Industrial 

Revolution, his dissertation on the Office of the Justice of the Peace in medieval England and 

the two volumes of The Development of Modern Europe. In his early years Beard was a 

cosmopolitan historian who stressed the links between Europe and America and believed in 

the progressive development of mankind.  

The third chapter will study Beard’s concept of civilization. It will explore Beard’s 

efforts to define American civilization, a project that he considered important as he believed 

that by the time of the publication of The Rise of American Civilization (1927), co-written 

with his wife Mary Ritter Beard,  the United States had a culture of its own, which could 

proudly stand next to the English, the French, and other European civilizations. Beard’s study 

of the concept of civilization started in the 1920s as a project which tried to locate American 

culture within Western civilization and ended in the 1940s on a more chauvinistic tone with 

the conclusion that civilization had become a unique American characteristic. This position 

was related to his turn to isolationism and can be seen as a shift toward exceptionalism. Yet, 

Beard never abandoned elements of continuity between the Old World and the New and he 

never rejected the reality of reciprocal influences between the two sides of the Atlantic. His 

request, if properly understood, was one that called for the United States to become an 

influential culture to Europe, with the perfection of the positive elements it had inherited 

from Europe and the rejection of the negative elements. 

The conclusion of this chapter will argue that Beard can only be properly understood 

in a transnational context. He himself placed most of his writings in such a framework. 

Neglecting this only results in a distorted image of the historian. Even his isolationism was an 

expression of his enduring preoccupation with Europe and must be read through this 

perspective. In the end, his effort to position and define American civilization was a 
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transnational intellectual project that helps us to understand how Americans in the early 

decades of the twentieth century defined their relation with the old world.
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Chapter 4: Early Transnationalism 

 

This chapter will explore the role of Europe in Beard’s early work. By delving into his youth 

it will trace Beard’s early reflections on transatlantic relations. It will argue that the Old 

World was fundamental in Beard’s intellectual upbringing. His youth was molded by a 

classical education that imprinted upon him images of a glorious antiquity: he thought that 

Greece and Rome, in their prime, were compelling examples for Americans. His readings 

about, and visits to, England also made him recognize the modernizing impact of the 

Industrial Revolution upon western societies. He believed that industrialism could transform 

mankind for the better, despite the hardships it imposed upon the working class. Moreover, 

England’s contributions to liberalism and a parliamentary system of governance led Beard to 

develop a highly English sense of the term “Europe.” For him, England was part of the Old 

World but, in many respects, it was its most progressive component. Both his ancestral 

homeland and classical antiquity established Europe as a reference culture for the United 

States in his writings. The chapter will demonstrate the role of Europe as a cultural example 

in Beard’s early career.  

 

European Schooling 

 

The origins of Beard’s Europeanist outlook can be found in his early youth. He was born on a 

farm near Knightstown, Indiana on 27 November 1874. Beard grew up in a well-to-do family 

where history and politics were often discussed. Inspired by such a stimulating environment, 

he quickly showed a great interest in learning.399 “My eyes have been good and I have read 

day and night,” he recalled years later while describing the place where he began to acquire 

                                           
399 Hofstadter, The Progressive Historians, 167-168. 
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knowledge, his father’s library which contained such classics as Howitt’s History of 

Priestcraft, Thomas Paine’s The Age of Reason and John William Draper’s History of 

Conflict between Religion and Science.400 

 Because his parents considered good education important for their children, they 

moved to Spiceland in 1880, in order to enroll them at the prestigious Friend’s Academy, a 

Quaker learning institution of great reputation.401 Beard himself found this experience of 

great value: “At all events, there I became acquainted with the majestic dreams of the Jews, 

the merciful teachings of Jesus, and the sonorous roll of the King James version.”402 In 

Spiceland, Beard did not only come into contact with the Bible and stories about Israel but 

also with a continent that was going to play an important role in his historiographical work: 

Europe. 

 Beard’s recollections suggest that his interest in world affairs and transatlantic 

relations began very early. While recalling with some nostalgia his early days in Indiana, he 

noted that “life was hard, but as I recall it all through the mist of time it seems beautiful 

against the wars, hatred, and intolerance of this age; and the best of the old days I should like 

to recover, for America and for the world.”403  

This Arcadian paradise of Beard’s memories was quite different from the industrial 

America of the Progressive Era in which he matured and worked. All the technological 

achievements that he later praised in his work were missing: “we did not then have electric 
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lights, nor automobiles, nor refrigerators, nor telephone[s], nor airplanes.”404 Beard and his 

fellow citizens in Indiana “could then scarcely dream of any person’s travelling three hundred 

miles an hour in an airplane” but they may have seen some glimpses of the future for they 

“had borrowed Jules Verne’s books from the library and read his tales with eager zest on long 

winter evenings by the fireplaces.”405 Even there, in his provincial hometown, young 

Americans had the possibility to travel, at least in their imagination, while reading the works 

of prominent European authors. This availability of works from the Old World in America 

strongly suggests that a separation between the two worlds had never existed in the world of 

learning.  

 The French novelist Verne was not the only contact between young Beard and the Old 

World. In his recollections of his Indiana years, he briefly evaluated his teachers at Spiceland. 

Among them was Mrs. Hannah Davis, later a professor of literature at the University of 

Dakota. Beard recalled that “she travelled widely in Europe and brought back great news of 

strange lands.” Another teacher, Terrell Wilson, introduced him to the English classics: 

“Even now I can hear his melodious voice reading The Ancient Mariner. Through his 

ministrations I became acquainted with Wordsworth, Ruskin, Carlyle, and the great men of 

old.” His early education also included Latin, for another teacher, John Parker, “could 

scarcely wait for us to learn the conjugations, so eager was he for us to read Cicero and Virgil 

for ourselves.”406 That Beard vividly recalled the works that he studied in his youth 

emphasized the strong impact they had upon him during a time when his personality was 

formed. The impact of such a syllabus upon the American mind had a direct effect on Beard’s 

thought: the imprint of Europe as a powerful cultural reference point without which the 

American experience could not be properly understood. 
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Germ Theory and Marxism 

 

After his graduation from Knightstown High School in 1981 and a short-lived adventure in 

journalism, Beard continued his studies at the university level.407 There his contact with ideas 

related to Europe increased. He enrolled at DePauw University in 1895, which was, at that 

time, a small, quite conservative institution, rather an undergraduate liberal-arts college than 

a university.408 However, thanks to the efforts of the then president John P.D. John, the 

university had entered an era of modernization and development by enlisting lecturers and 

professors who had studied in Europe or at the most prestigious universities of the United 

States.409  

At DePauw, Beard encountered the Germanic-Teutonic theory about American 

development that had originated at Johns Hopkins University. Andrew Stephenson, an 

academic with a PhD from Johns Hopkins, taught Beard history and probably instigated in 

him a deep interest in English history and English institutions. Stephenson, who believed that 

American institutions were the outcome of Germanic germs, had published his dissertation, 

Public Lands and Agrarian Laws of the Roman Republic, in 1891 in the Historical and 

Political Science series of Johns Hopkins University. Its editor was the already mentioned 

leading American Teutonist Herbert Baxter Adams.410 In this work, Stephenson argued that 

the class conflicts between “the patrician and the plebian, the rich and the poor” had left 
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important imprints upon Roman constitutional history.411 Under his guidance, Beard studied 

European history, English constitutional and political history, and the political and 

constitutional history of the United States. John Braeman argues that Beard was influenced 

by Stephenson’s emphasis on class conflicts as a fundamental key to an understanding of the 

constitutional history of Rome. In his famous volume on the economic origins of the 

American Constitution, Beard argued that only by stressing the conflict between agrarian and 

commercial interests in the early American Republic can we properly understand the 

American Constitution.412 The connection that Braeman sees between the two historians is 

important because it hints at Beard’s conviction that European history could enlighten the 

American experience.  

Ellen Nore argues that the Teutonic theory had Beard under its spell at this point, 

something which is apparent in his senior oration, entitled “The Story of the Race” that he 

delivered in 1898. Beard, Nore finds, “recreated a panorama beginning a thousand years ago, 

when Anglo-Saxons from German forests crowded to the shores of Britain bringing ‘the 

beginning of a liberty whose expansion shall never cease’” while he also stressed the need for 

reform in order to preserve the qualities of the race.413 Echoing the wisdom of the Johns 

Hopkins Teutonists, Beard declared that it was in America that “the divine impulse of liberty, 

born in the German forests and crystallized in centuries of English conflict, received a new 

birth.”414 A new birth it might had been, but with roots in Germany and England of course, 

not in America. 
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 Ironically, conservative DePauw was also the place, as Richard Hofstadter reminds 

us, where Beard became acquainted with Karl Marx.415 Since Beard linked his economic 

interpretation of American history with his socialist tendencies, his discovery of Marx was an 

important step in his intellectual career. The person who introduced Beard to Marx was 

James R. Weaver. A veteran of the Civil War, Weaver had been an American consul at 

Brindisi, Antwerp, and Vienna, between 1869 and 1895, before he came to teach political 

science at DePauw.416 Beard later recalled that Weaver “certainly knew a lot about European 

languages, politics, economics, law, literatures, and customs…”417 The former consul 

“assigned reading in a wide range of political and social thinkers from the Greeks down to 

Spencer, Bagehot, Buckle, Westermarck, Alfred Marshall, and Marx.”418 He offered a course 

called “Socialism and Reform” which “emphasized the role of the industrial revolution in 

stimulating widespread unrest, traced the developments of socialism from the utopias through 

the First International, and explored the rising tide of protest in this country and abroad.”419 

Beard’s aversion toward individualism and laissez-faire ideology may have had its roots in 

Weaver’s teachings. The latter proudly remarked that “since my return from sixteen years of 

consular service in 1885, I have been putting in my best licks to destroy the pernicious 

influence of that old Manchester school.”420 Weaver was referring to the nineteenth-century 

political, economic, and social movement which was promoted by English politicians, such 

as Richard Cobden and John Bright, and which turned Adam Smith’s ideas about the healthy 

influence of free trade into policy. In contrast to these British statesmen, Weaver believed 
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that the solution to the problems of industrialized society was the “golden mean between 

individualism and socialism.”421 

 However, he was not the only one to repudiate laissez-faire doctrines and the 

established wisdom of the times. Beard’s studies at DePauw coincided with a great 

transformation in American society, namely industrialization. The World Columbian 

Exposition, which took place in 1893, showed the imperial potential of the American nation, 

while the Haymarket riot and the Pullman strike indicated its limitations. Chicago was the 

city where all these incidents occurred. Charles Beard visited the city in the summer of 1896, 

apparently after a suggestion by Weaver.422  

Although there has been some debate about the effects of this trip on Beard, it seems 

that on this trip he first saw the consequences of industrialization in America.423 Mary Beard, 

Charles’ wife, wrote that during his trip to Chicago her husband went “to Hull House during 

the time of Jane Addams, where he was impressed by the class divisions between aristocrats 

and laborers; it made a deep and lasting imprint upon his mind and influenced his future 

activities.”424 Beard’s visit to Hull House placed him symbolically at the heart of the 

Progressive movement, for this settlement house, founded in 1889 by Jane Addams and Ellen 

Gates Starr with the purpose of ameliorating the plight of the poor of Chicago, had been one 

of the emblems of Progressive reform. Beard’s interest in the working class was probably 
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rooted in this trip. As Hofstadter mentions, when Beard returned to DePauw, he “debated on 

the college team for the right of labor to organize and for a federal income tax.”425 

 It was also during his studies at DePauw that Beard attended William Jennings 

Bryan’s speeches and was impressed by their eloquence. Bryan, a charismatic orator, was one 

of the most influential Democratic politicians in America at the time and the main leader of 

the populist movement. His support of popular democracy combined with his attacks on 

capitalism apparently appealed to the young Beard. According to Mary Beard, it was Bryan’s 

influence that led her husband to anti-imperialism.426 Nevertheless, both Bryan and Beard 

volunteered for the Spanish-American War of 1898, America’s first imperial adventure. If 

Mary Beard’s assessment of the anti-imperialism of both men seems inconsistent with this 

decision, we should keep in mind Hofstadter’s observation: “it must be remembered that the 

Spanish War started in a surge of popular idealism over the freedom of Cuba and that at the 

beginning its imperialist denouement was foreseen by very few.”427  

During these fervent years, Beard expressed his opinion in the college newspaper he 

edited, DePauw Palladium. In its pages, Thomas Kennedy notes, even before the war with 

Spain was declared, that Beard 

 

justified American meddling in foreign affairs by stressing the importance of our 

vital commercial relations with Europe, regardless of the noninterventionist 

principle embodied in what he called the ‘antiquated’ Monroe Doctrine. 
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Similarly, he did not object to American diplomatic pressures against Spain in the 

spring of 1898.428 

 

Beard was already a complicated thinker thenand his early idealism was mixed with a sense 

of criticism and dissent. While underlining the importance of US involvement in Europe (a 

position radically different from his later isolationism), Beard suggested moderation with 

regard to armed intervention. While the war spirit was gaining ground among his fellow 

students, he presented a moderate approach: “war may be a quick road to the heights of fame 

for the brave and capable man, but it is one where he must mount over the bodies of his 

comrades —it is a gory path to glory.”429 In a sentence that somewhat justified his own 

decision to volunteer, he stressed that “should the tide of war turn against us, and the call for 

large numbers of soldiers be renewed then it should be the duty of the student to don the 

trappings of war and fight for the country.”430 In the end, Beard’s services were not needed, 

which, as Hofstadter points out, “spared him…the irony of serving together with military 

enthusiasts like T.R.”431 Nevertheless, Beard’s position was clear: Americans should 

participate in European affairs.  

 

England 

In Indiana and Chicago, Beard had sensed the powerful forces of industrialization, the 

theories of European radicals, the struggles between capital and labor, and the general 

European heritage of the United States. In England he saw all of these at first hand. After his 

graduation at DePauw in 1898, he went to Oxford for his graduate studies. This choice was 

                                           
428 Kennedy, Charles A. Beard, 6.  
429  Beard quoted in Phillips, “The Indiana Education,” 13. 
430  Beard quoted in Phillips, “The Indiana Education,” 13. 
431  Hofstadter, The Progressive Historians, 171. 



 196 

 

an interesting one, especially if we consider the immense popularity of Germany as a 

destination for students of history among American scholars during the nineteenth century. 

As Peter Novick explains, “during the course of the century, thousands of young Americans 

in search of advanced professional or academic training travelled to Göttingen, Heidelberg, 

Leipzig, Freibourg, Berlin, and the other German university centers … English universities 

were concerned with turning out gentlemen, not scholars —and until 1871 required degree 

candidates to sign the Thirty-nine Articles of the Anglican Church.”432 Yet, it seems that 

Beard, at the end of the century, had a different perception of England. According to 

Braeman: 

 

On one occasion, he pointed to his father’s and his own enthusiasm for the 

classics of English literature and history. On another, he explained to his son-in-

law that at the time he was more interested in political science than history and 

felt that study in England, where things were in flux, would prove more 

illuminating than in the rigid and frozen world of Imperial Germany. But 

probably most important was the influence of his professor at DePauw, Andrew 

Stephenson…433  
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It seems that the English heritage of his country and his family indeed played a role in 

Beard’s decision. Years later, in 1945, he stressed this exact point in a letter to Lionel Elvin, 

principal of Ruskin College.434  

 

Late in August of early September 1898, I arrived in Oxford for the purpose of 

pursuing “graduate studies” in English history, especially constitutional and 

political history. My ignorance was, as American movie magnates might say, 

“colossal,” but my enthusiasm was high. From England my ancestors had gone to 

America long before, some in the seventeenth, others in the eighteenth century. 

From my immediate forebears I had acquired a deep interest in England and I was 

more than casually acquainted with the great classics in English history and 

letters. I wanted to learn more and was willing to pay the price of hard work.435 

 

An interesting letter that Beard sent for publication to the DePauw Palladium after his arrival 

at Oxford, signed September 10, 1898, contains his first impressions of this part of the Old 

World. He was amazed at the continuity between American and English (one could add also 

Roman) civilizations: “For historic interest and architectural grandeur Oxford, England,” 

Beard wrote, “has but one rival in the world, Rome…In its narrow streets and college courts 

teachers were gathering their pupils about them when America was slumbering in primeval 

solitudes.” Beard’s enthusiasm for England, ringing through his writings, finds an early 

expression here. The city, he wrote, “should be of interest to an American. This is the soil 

pressed by the feet of our Saxon ancestors when they swept away the Britons, and laid the 
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foundations for the most magnificent political structures the world has ever seen —the great 

British empire— ‘upon whose shores the sun never sets’ and the twin empire America.”436 

The continuities that he stressed between England and America were no doubt informed by 

his Teutonic conviction. The latter he would abandon soon. However, the links between 

Rome, England, and the United States did not disappear from his thought. 

 In England, Beard continued his studies of English institutions and saw the country 

during an era of great transformations. His main publications during and soon after this 

period, a small book on the Industrial Revolution and his dissertation on the Office of the 

Justice of the Peace in medieval England, reflect his experiences. Apart from their important 

contribution to our historiographical understanding of Beard, these books offer a revealing 

account of how he perceived Europe and of his thoughts about the continent that he was 

visiting for the very first time. However, these early writings have been viewed either as 

works that reveal the permanent contradiction between the positivist historian and the 

historian who perceives history as a tool for the betterment of mankind, or simply as works 

that contained seeds of the ideas that later made him an important and influential historian. In 

contract, I would like to pinpoint two important moments in his life in England that 

influenced the ideas that can be found in his first books: his studies at Oxford, under 

Frederick York Powell, and his crucial role in the foundation of Ruskin Hall, one of the early 

institutions for the education of the working class. 

Beard arrived at Oxford University with a strong recommendation letter by James 

Weaver, who praised his skills and potential.437 Even though he began his studies as a “non-

collegiate student” on 15 October 1898, he started research on what would become his 
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dissertation subject: the Office of the Justice of the Peace in medieval England.438 Beard’s 

own account of his studies included bibliography, paleography,  diplomatic history, English 

constitutional history and law. He also attended courses on medieval institutional 

development.439  

Beard’s supervisor at Oxford was Frederick York Powell, Oxford’s Regius Professor of 

Modern History. As a compelling personality with a complicated intellectual attitude, Powell 

influenced Beard’s future development. Their academic relation was very good and Powell 

even wrote the introduction to Beard’s first book on the Industrial Revolution. A strong 

positivist who viewed history as science, Powell left Beard with the duality that would 

continue to trouble him throughout his academic life: “a duality between his aseptic idea of 

scientific inquiry and his social passions,” as Hofstadter frames it: 440 Another interesting 

aspect of Powell’s thought was a fear and distrust of democracy that was profoundly related 

to his anti-Americanism. As Elton suggests, Powell was an aristocratic socialist who viewed 

democracy “as a necessary evil that, unless checked and palisaded off, would be ruinous to 

England.” At the same time, he despised the United States which he described as “the visible 

scene of the failure of democracy.”441 Despite his distrust of  “nonconformists, humanitarians 

or preachers of the universal peace,” Powell looked positively upon the working class and 

thought that the institution of democracy could only be salvaged by the education of this 

class.442 In his introduction to Beard’s The Industrial Revolution, Powell underlined that “the 

classes that labour with their hands for weekly wages have now entrusted to them much of 

the power possessed by the Government of this country.” He stressed that knowledge and 
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science were shields against ignorance and only by embracing them democracy could be 

saved.  

This belief explains why, despite his conservatism, Powell was a close friend of 

William Morris, the English libertarian Marxist. He even approved of his efforts to support 

the working class.443 It was the same spirit that led Powell to support Beard’s foundation of 

Ruskin Hall. Despite their different opinions about democracy, Powell and Beard shared a 

general belief in progress. Powell perceived progress in Darwinian terms: “A nation with too 

large a proportion of stunted, unhealthy, besotted, irritable, excitable, ignorant, vain, self-

indulgent persons cannot endure in the world struggle. It must and ought to be swept away 

and the sooner the better.”444 These similarities between Powell and the young Beard made 

their collaboration a fruitful one. The Darwinian approaches of the day were still strong in 

both of them and Beard could agree with Powell that “the mark of a healthy nation is that it 

looks forward, prepares for the future, learns from the past, gets rid of its parasites, shakes off 

its social diseases, and walks resolutely in the service of her whom Defoe celebrated as that 

‘Most Serene, Most Invincible, Most Illustrious Princess, REASON.”445  

Despite his Darwinism, Powell contributed to Beard’s later abandonment of the 

Teutonic thesis. Although Powell never explicitly discredited this theory, he refrained from 

using it throughout his work. As Wilkins argues, his Welsh origins led him to disregard any 

ideas of Anglo-Saxon superiority. Moreover, both men were supporters of the working class 
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and intellectual followers of John Ruskin. They were in a position to recognize that on both 

sides of the Atlantic, the exponents of the Teutonic theories believed in “laissez-faire 

conceptions of liberty and imperial theories of state.”446 As laissez-faire was an ideology they 

both abhorred, they also rejected the Teutonic thesis. 

Beard’s first book was also related to a second important moment in his life: the 

founding of Ruskin Hall. Upon arriving in England, Beard met Walter Vrooman, a socialist 

from Kansas, who had come to Europe in order to study philosophy and to establish an 

institution of education for the working class. Vrooman grew up in a family of reformers. His 

father had been “a Democrat, a radical Republican, a liberal Republican, a Greenbacker, and 

an Anti-monopolist.”447 The son also had an interesting life. From 1883 to 1884 he travelled 

through Kansas, Colorado, Nebraska, and Wyoming as a salesman. After touring several 

cities of the Mid-West to lecture on phrenology, he found himself in the tumultuous Chicago 

of labor unrest in 1886. Then he became a labor agitator, a Christian socialist, and a 

champion of the creation of parks and playgrounds in many American cities. Several 

disappointments led him to Britain, together with his wealthy wife, Amne Grafflin. His 

meeting with Charles Beard laid the foundations for his greatest and most enduring 

achievement, the establishment of Ruskin Hall.448   

It was Beard who named the newly-founded institution and this act had a transnational 

flavor: it was his tribute to John Ruskin, the English art critic and social critic, whom Beard 

considered one of his major intellectual influences. John Ruskin worked as professor of fine 

arts at Oxford University, where he established the Ruskin School of Drawing.449 As Richard 
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Drake writes “Beardianism begins in Ruskinism.”450 Mary Beard also wrote that her husband 

“regarded Ruskin’s philosophy as set forth in his small book, Unto This Last, as an acme of 

wisdom and usually had it in his hand or pocket as a bracer.”451 Unto This Last, the Ruskin 

book that Beard cherished throughout his life, was a treatise in economics. The work attacked 

the capitalist orthodoxies of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Years after his English 

adventure, Beard published a memoir about the foundation of Ruskin Hall in The New 

Republic. “An American ‘from the wilds of Indiana’ who had read Ruskin in the library of ‘a 

freshwater college,’” Beard wrote, “proposed that the new institution be called ‘Ruskin 

Hall.’”452 Beard was not alone in being influenced by Ruskin’s work. It was influential 

among the early leaders of the English Labor Party.453  

Beard’s fascination with Ruskin illustrates his willingness to learn from Europe. After 

the foundation of Ruskin Hall in 1899, Beard wished to export the experiment to the United 

States. Although his professional priorities changed after he had returned to his homeland in 

1902, he never forgot Ruskin. Many years later, in 1936, at the height of the Depression, 

Beard suggested that Americans return to the wisdom of the Englishman who had inspired 

him during his youth. By discarding laissez-faire and individualistic doctrines, Beard 

summarized Ruskin’s relevance: “Ruskin was saying that life and labor ought to be good and 

beautiful…that the end of industry is a good life, not the accumulation of money…that the 

State had obligations to see that workers were provided enobling tasks, were decently 

housed…Ruskin was crying out against slums, slag heaps, the filth and misery of 

Manchesterism.”454 Thus, Beard’s progressive ideas were rooted in the work of Ruskin. 
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Beard’s love of Ruskin’s work was part of his overall fascination with England. In 

1936, he was assured that the ideas of this patron saint had been materialized, to a great 

extent, in Great Britain. The United States, he passionately insisted, had much to learn from 

its motherland’s experience. This means that, even during the 1940s when Beard was, 

supposedly, becoming an isolationist, he still suggested that Americans turn their attention 

toward Europe. As he put it: 

 

Do British statesmen now follow the creed of Manchesterism (so popular among 

some American economists)? Does Britain allow her old and infirm workers to 

fester and hunger in slums? Law and practice make answer. The British 

State…provides pensions and assurance for old and infirm workers…The British 

State “takes money away from lawful owners” to assure the unemployed against 

hunger and misery…The British State…has built or cause to be built millions of 

houses; it has declared war on the poverty and wretchedness of the Londons, 

Birminghams and Manchesters —the poverty and wretchedness that stirred 

Ruskin’s moral and esthetic sense…Ruskin’s spirit lives on —in his own works, 

in the lives of those ancients who knew him in the flesh, in countless books, 

including John A. Hobson’s, and in the thought of British statesmen…Perhaps in 

the crisis in thought that now besets us it will do some good to take up again 

“Unto this Last,” and read it without anger and tears.455  
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By stressing the English example, Beard was advocating socialism as a solution for the 

problems of the United States. Americans could profit by following the implementation of 

Ruskin’s ideas that took place in England. Beard’s search for political proposals in the Old 

World underlines his international perspective. He always favored English examples, due to 

his personal attachment to this country and his obsession with Ruskin.456 Exploring Europe in 

order to find answers to the political and social problems of the United States was a common 

denominator in American Progressive thought. Beard found that both Europe and America 

faced similar challenges posed by unrestrained capitalism that should be addressed in both 

worlds.457 Later in life, when he recalled his meeting with Vrooman, he argued that “Mr. 

Vrooman and I had many interests in common, particularly economic theory and the labor 

movement in the Old World and the New.”458 Both authors felt that Europe and America 

constituted one common civilization. Vrooman, Beard wrote, “expressed the conviction that 

we were at the verge of a great political uprising on the part of labor throughout the western 

world and that it was the duty of ‘educated’ persons [to] prepare for it.”459 The thinking of 
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both men was based on their hope that their notion of socialism was shared by many on both 

sides of the Atlantic world.460 

As a result, Vrooman and Beard went on to establish Ruskin Hall with the purpose of 

uplifting the working class. Beard’s first book, The Industrial Revolution, was “intended to 

introduce working-class readers to the history of nineteenth-century industry, and to the 

significance and promise of modern technology.”461 In fact, it achieved something more: It 

was the first important statement of Beard’s perceptions of Europe. And it was, to a great 

extent, a proclamation of continuity between the Old World and the New. 

 

 

 

The Framework of the Industrial Revolution 

 

In The Industrial Revolution Beard focused on the transformative impact of industrialism in 

the western world. His argumentation elucidates his strong transnational theoretical 

framework. The young historian had seen the problems of industrialization in his own 

country, especially after his trip to Chicago, and at Oxford had struggled to educate the 

working class at Oxford. It was rather logical for him to write down his thoughts on the 

groundbreaking event of the machine revolution that changed the life of workers, initially in 

England and then in the rest of the world. The book itself was written to be read by workers. 

Which conclusions did Beard draw from his English experience, considering that his own 

country, the United States, was experiencing its own industrial revolution during the 

Progressive Era? It was the similarity of conditions in England and the United States that 
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directed Beard toward a transatlantic stance: by using the conditions of Europe as a point of 

reference, he could reflect on the situation in America. For him, the two sides of the Atlantic 

were one entity and the people who lived in this interconnected world faced similar problems, 

which were related to the massive industrialization of society. Beard believed that solutions 

could only be based on a mutual understanding of the conditions in the Atlantic world, by 

sharing experience and knowledge.  

 He began his work on the Industrial Revolution by emphasizing continuity as a 

fundamental element in the study of history. He argued that the breakpoints that separate 

historical periods are constructed by historians: “Owing to the unity of all history, we are 

compelled to define arbitrarily and set limits when any special field is undertaken.”462 As 

these points of separation are mental constructions, history should be viewed as a flow of 

events that are related to each other. 

 Beard’s purpose was to study the Industrial Revolution in England, more specifically 

the technological advancements and inventions that appeared prior to and during this period. 

They increased productivity and offered the promise of improving the living conditions of the 

people, especially the working class, that carried the burden of the technological 

advancement through hard labor of its members in the factories of the industrial era. Beard 

defined the Industrial Revolution as  

 

the great transformation which has been brought about during the past one 

hundred and fifty years, by discoveries and inventions which have altered 
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fundamentally all the methods of production and distribution of the means of life, 

and consequently revolutionized all the economic functions of society.463 

 

He also reflected on the challenges that industrialism posed to an agrarian society. 

Seventeenth-century England had been different from the England of Beard’s own day. 

Wishing to make the reader look through his eyes, Beard became almost poetic: “What a 

strange panorama unrolls before our eyes! We see not the England of to-day, but a quiet, rural 

England yet unawakened by the roar of traffic and industry.”464 In this short sentence, Beard 

hinted at a theme that was important on both sides of the Atlantic: the nostalgia for a lost 

agrarian past. It is not difficult to imagine that many of the English people who lived and 

worked during and after the Industrial Revolution dreamed of such a pre-industrial Arcadian 

paradise. Friedrich Engels, in his classic work The Condition of the Working Class in 

England, decried the loss of the clean rural environment after the Industrial Revolution.465 

Richard Hofstadter argues that Americans during the Progressive Era had also created an 

agrarian mythology to find a mental escape from the difficulties of industrialization: “The 

more commercial society became, however, the more reason it found to cling in imagination 

to the noncommercial agrarian values…The American mind was raised upon a sentimental 

attachment to rural living and upon a series of notions about rural people and rural life that I 

have chosen to designate as the agrarian myth.”466 These ideas reveal common challenges and 

common reactions to them on both sides of the Atlantic. Much later, while criticizing 

European attacks on the American “modern, machine oriented urban society,” Beard refuted 
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the argument that “the machine system is more dehumanizing than agriculture and 

handicrafts, beautiful as the latter may seem to dreamers who have never wielded a manure-

fork or swung an axe.”467 He could have also replied to these critics by giving them his first 

book, which in fact argued that the machine-oriented society had appeared in Europe long 

before it came to America. As a Progressive, Beard focused on the positive elements of 

industrialism and believed that it could create a more equal society. 

His description of medieval English society related the static nature of the latter to its 

social rigidity. He stressed the typical American perspective of medieval European society as 

a place in which “men were compelled to accept the conditions to which they were born, 

freedom of contract being as yet almost unknown.”468 Nevertheless, in a radical note, Beard 

wrote that “at no time can we say that this order was absolute. Irresponsible kings, anarchy, 

foreign influence, the growth of towns and cities, and the rise or an artisan class, had been 

shaking the stability of the rigid fabric.”469 Beard here repudiated the image of a rigid, 

stratified society under the domination of a powerful king, an image popular in the American 

public mind during that time. Perhaps he had discovered that social stratification also existed 

in the United States, the theoretical kingdom of equality? His later work on the American 

Constitution and his criticism of capitalism show this to be the case. Beard realized that 

Europe was never as rigid and the United States never as equal as popular imagination 

considered them to be. No continent was exceptional.  

In the pages of The Industrial Revolution, Beard described the progress of 

industrialization as a continuous process, which had started in Ancient Greece.470 Knowledge 
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had to be preserved, updated, and disseminated throughout time and space. Industrialism had 

crossed the Atlantic in order to transform America. Nothing was born in a vacuum.  

Nevertheless, there was another transnational power that forcefully rose from the 

Industrial Revolution which Beard saw as a threat to his dream of an industrialized world in 

which the people would reap the benefits of progress: unrestrained capitalism. The problems 

of the period, Beard insisted, did not occur because of the machinery but because of its 

abuse.471 The employers used their power and the lack of legislation in order to oppress and 

exploit the working class and according to Beard, the had even turned the “institutions of 

government into institutions of oppression.”472 In the same way that the European and 

American working classes were brought together, capital was also becoming transnational by 

defying national borders. “The Standard Oil Trust of America,” Beard mentioned, “controls 

the European market.”473 

 In order to emphasize the harshness of industrial conditions, Beard compared England 

to the United States. His comparison is interesting because he went back to an old argument 

used against capitalism by the Old South prior to and during the Civil War.474 Conditions in 

industrial England were so terrible, that “the horrors of the industrial conditions under 
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unrestrained capitalism outrival those of black slavery in America.”475 He even compared 

these conditions with the worst period of the French Revolution: “For more than fifty years 

the reign of terror held sway in the peaceful walks of industry —a reign of terror that rivals 

that of the French Revolution.”476 He was not alone to this critique of American capitalism. 

Many Americans had fought the Civil War under the banner of “free labor,” but during the 

last decades of the nineteenth century, they became disillusioned with the concept. In a world 

of industrial and economic concentration, it was difficult to achieve economic freedom. As 

Leon Fink argues: 

 

When asked what he thought about American civilization, Gandhi reported 

quipped, “it would be a great idea.” A late nineteenth-century American trade 

unionist might have said the same about “free labor.” Initially associated with 

positive images of opportunities, progress, and liberty, the concept had since 

become identified with arbitrary dismissals, anti-strike injunctions, and a general 

loss of control at work that for many workers amounted to that they called “wage 

slavery.”477 

 

Beard’s expression of this disillusionment was powerful. At an intellectual level, it can 

also be explained by the literature that Beard consulted while writing his book. Among 

others, Beard read Friedrich Engels on the working class of England, Arnold Toynbee on the 

Industrial Revolution, Thomas Carlyle on chartism, and Sydney and Beatrice Webb. Emma 
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Griffin, in her study of the Industrial Revolution, identifies all these authors as “pessimists,” 

exponents of the idea that “the industrial revolution degraded and exploited workers.”478  

For Beard it was obvious that some kind of reaction would emerge to confront the 

excesses of capitalism. That made the English revolt against laissez-faire ideology a useful 

example for the American Progressive movement. Beard believed that American progressives 

could learn by studying English figures such as Robert Owen, who had fought in order to 

advance progressive causes almost a century before his American peers.479 Once again, 

England functioned as an exemplary case. 

 Yet, Beard also looked at the international arena for another positive aspect of 

industrialism. He thought that after people’s struggle to fulfil the promise of the era of 

machinery and set themselves on the course of progress, international peace was at hand. 

Beard saw “the railways, telegraph, postal system, and daily press,” as inventions which 

“broke down narrow isolated provincialism.” The intercommunication between peoples was 

supposed to reduced tensions among nations, and the main instrument for this was 

commerce.480 In his early years, Beard was an internationalist who strongly believed that 

economic globalization could diminish international conflict.481 

David Noble argues that, at least in his early works, Charles Beard was urging his 

countrymen to look toward Britain where “the logic of industrialism…was leading to a new 

kind of democracy” characterized by “social and economic planning.”482 By stressing the fact 

that democracy was born in Europe, and, more specifically, that the new model of industrial 

democracy was born in England, Beard suggested that the United States had much to learn 

and win by keeping the channels of communication open with the Old World and England. 
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By placing the principle of social welfare at the center of political action, Beard actively 

adopted the position of an intellectual who was building bridges between the two worlds for 

the benefit of the common people.483 More crucially, Beard’s early writings revealed the 

importance of Europe as a positive example for America. As was obvious from The 

Industrial Revolution and from his later writings, Beard never really escaped from this 

European framework.484  

 

 

 

Lessons from England and New History 

 

Eventually, one year after the publication of Charles’ first book, the Beards left Europe in 

order to return to the United States. Although several members of the British labor movement 

had expressed interest in his leadership abilities and despite Beard’s work at Ruskin Hall, he 

wanted to turn to scholarship and to his home country. “But it was well,” Beard wrote, “for, 

after all, we had little to give Ruskin Hall and the British labor movement. Strong and able 

men and women in England were in charge of the Hall and prepared to carry on. It was right 

and proper that they should do this, without the interference of ‘cousins’ from beyond the 

seas.”485 In fact, Beard returned to the United States in order to contribute to the American 

Progressive movement with his knowledge and experience from the Old World. His first 

publications while working at Columbia University, where he and his wife enrolled for 

studies in political science in 1902, were, not surprisingly, works on England and Europe. 
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Described as “an austerely academic thesis” and “an innocuous dissertation,” Beard’s 

The Office of Justice of the Peace in England in its Origin and Development was a product of 

his continuous interest in English institutional development.486 Even in this esoteric study of a 

medieval institution, Beard managed to describe elements of progress and to point to the 

natural formation of superior organizations of government and of more complex institutions. 

Even in the rigid society of the Middle Ages, Beard managed to see the same forces that 

allowed mankind to develop, the forces that he himself encountered in the industrial areas of 

England and of his own country. His purpose was to study the “historical evolution of the 

office,” and the use of the word “evolution” was not accidental because, as he had mentioned 

in his book on the Industrial Revolution, he perceived society as an “organism.”487 

In his book on the Industrial Revolution, Beard explored the moment in which the 

working class was about to take power from the hands of the bourgeoisie. In his dissertation 

he focused on an institution which took part of the absolute power of the kings and offered it 

to the hands of the middle class.488 Overall, the transition of power from the king to the 

commercial and landed gentry was, for Beard, a relatively peaceful process —he described it 

as almost the outcome of an agreement between the crown and the middle class, despite 

tensions and occasional conflicts. It was the same kind of peaceful transition that Beard had 

called for in his book on industrial England: a transition of power from the middle class to the 

working class, not through the violent path of conflict, but through legislation, education and 

political action. This was a procedure that fitted Beard’s progressive and internationalist 

mind. It had occurred in the Old World, a world which in his early work was not depicted as 

old and degenerate but as young and almost progressive, full of vigor and energy. For Beard, 

England had paved the way for political and industrial democracy. The United States only 
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had to follow its example. Although Beard’s dissertation was defended at Columbia, it was 

still a product of his English experience, the outcome of his studies with Powell and of his 

interest in the development of political institutions.  

The publication of An Introduction to English Historians, a few years later, only 

solidified Beard’s belief in the preponderance of England, this time in historiographical 

thought. The book was a collection of important pieces from many English historians about 

subjects ranging from the Anglo-Saxon conquest of England to the dawn of the nineteenth-

century imperialism and socialism. Its purpose was educational; in its introduction, Beard 

presented himself as a teacher of English history.489 In 1906 Beard travelled to England to 

secure the copyrights of the book.490 

Beard had found himself in the maelstrom of political reform in England. His effort to 

bring the best writings of English historians to an American audience connected him to 

another revolution: this time not political but historiographical. When Beard left the United 

States, the discipline was still under the spell of the scientific historians of Johns Hopkins 

University. But upon returning from England, he realized not only that a revolution was 

taking place in the study of history, but also that Columbia University was the epicenter of 

the upheaval. There a new generation of historians was undertaking the task of refuting the 

positivism of the scientific historians and of establishing a new model of thought. This 

project was part of groundbreaking changes that took place in the United States at the turn of 

the century. Perplexed by the problems of their country in an era of rapid industrialization, 
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American intellectuals found themselves in the same position as the reformers and radicals of 

England, whose passion and courage Beard praised throughout his first book.491  

When the populist revolt, embodied by the presidential candidacies of William 

Jennings Bryan, the charismatic leader of the Populist movement whose speeches Beard had 

attended in the past, tried to shake the political domination of the conservative Eastern shore, 

when the muckraking spirit in journalism ventured to expose “reality” and inform the people 

about conspiracies that kept in power the bosses and the industrial magnates, and when the 

call for abandoning every aspect of the past behind was pervasive, American intellectuals 

were attacking the conservative spirit of the past, in a revolt against formalism.492They 

refuted the older positivistic spirit of scholarship which believed in timeless and abstract 

values and ideas. In essence, this new progressive school of historiography had the potential 

to direct its fire against abstract ideas that Americans had for long cherished, such as the 

notion of American exceptionalism.493 And so it did. 

 A fundamental aspect of this New History was its transnational orientation. Historians 

of this school, such as Carl Becker, James Harvey Robinson and Charles Beard himself, 

emphasized that the United States could only be properly understood when explored in 

relation to Europe. For them the study of world history was a fundamental tenet. The first 

voice of dissent came, of course, from Turner, who was the first to call for a new 

historiography in 1892, a historiography which should “become life-encompassing rather 

than being dedicated to affairs of politics and state, deal with all the people and not just the 

elites, explain history in terms of the structural forces ‘behind’ the institutions, recognize the 
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pervasiveness of change, and have world history as its ultimate reference.”494 Turner issued a 

proclamation and occasionally wrote in this spirit. Many others, Beard among them, followed 

suit. 

Around the same time, Edward Eggleston, an American historian and novelist from 

Indiana, was already writing history that focused on the progress of society, on transatlantic 

connections, and on culture rather than politics.495 As he eloquently argued, “we live at the 

dawning of a better time, a time of broader views and a more hopeful spirit. The severe and 

stately parson passes away. No longer, clad in official and funeral black, shall he sit like 

Poe’s raven, cawing a sepulchral ‘nevermore’ to the despairing human spirit. The strong men 

of our time know how much better is love than fear, hope than despair.”496According to 

Gregory Pfitzer, “another groundbreaking aspect of Eggleston’s work was its recognition of 

the European roots of American colonial development” and his work could be placed within 

the imperial thesis tradition “by which American colonial development was viewed more as a 

derivative of European cultural life than as an original product of an indigenous, native 

environment.”497 Eggleston’s work suggests once more that cosmopolitanism was a general 

trend in the historiography of the period. 

Eggleston, who started his career by writing novels on frontier life and became 

interested in history after a trip to England, wrote two works that focused on the idea of world 
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history by tracing continuities between the Old World and the New.498 In his presidential 

address at the American Historical Association in 1900, Eggleston, like Turner before him, 

anticipated the New History of Columbia. In fact, it was Eggleston who coined the term New 

History in his presidential address, in which he regretted the fact that most historians 

followed the example of Thucydides, who focused mainly on military and political history. 

Instead, he suggested that they get their inspiration from historians such as Sir Walter 

Raleigh, who was “both Herodotus and Thucydides and something more,” and Macaulay who 

studied the manners and life of London’s citizens, rather than drawing examples from 

Thucydides or Herodotus.499 He was certain that “history will be better written in the ages to 

come. The soldier will not take the place he has taken…We shall have the history of culture, 

the real history of men and women.”500 It was a call for an all-encompassing cultural history. 

Both Turner and Eggleston paved the way for the New History although they did not 

offer a coherent programmatic statement for it. But as Strout reminds us, “it is the function of 

pioneers to blaze a trail, not to establish a settlement.”501 Although we do not know if Beard 

and Eggleston knew each other, it is important to emphasize that both belonged to the 

tradition of New History. Moreover, they both came from Indiana and were contemporaries. 

As Pfitzer reminds us “Eggleston anticipated historians like James Harvey Robinson and 
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Charles Beard who called for a subordination of the past to the present and who argued for a 

progressive, public service component to historical study.”502 One could add that they all 

believed that America could only be explained in the light of its European past. 

The emphasis on historical continuities and the absolute rejection of the idea that 

history should be studied in separate national boxes were taken up by Robinson, Beard’s 

friend and colleague at Columbia, who associated his name with the term New History.503 

Robinson was one of the many Americans who studied in Germany during the nineteenth 

century, in his case at Freiburg, under the guidance of Hermann von Holst, a historian who, 

according to Breisach, “found no contradiction between his German critical training…and his 

speaking of the immorality of slavery, of the need of decaying societies to yield to vigorous, 

better ones, and of the ‘logic of morality’ in history.”504 

 In 1912, in his The New History, Robinson offered the credo of this novel school of 

thought. By focusing on continuity, the exponents of New History implied that drawing a 

dividing line between the Old and the New World was a fallacy. Institutions, even the most 

innovative ones, had foundations. The same applied for civilizations. In the case of the 

United States, these foundations were located in Europe. Years before the publication of The 

New History, in his An Introduction on the History of Western Europe, Robinson had 

declared that “the truth that no abrupt change has ever taken place in all the customs of a 

people, and that it cannot, in the nature of things, take place, is perhaps the most fundamental 
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lesson that history teaches.”505 Progressive historians such as Robinson and Beard were 

trying to reconcile historical change and historical stability through “a unique interpretation 

of the relationship between the past, the present, and expectations for the future.” In this way, 

“change was ultimately progress.”506 Progress was, however, not based on abrupt and sudden 

changes but on slow social change. Moreover, cultures mutually influence each other and 

spontaneous development of a unique civilization is impossible. In one of his stronger 

statements in favor of historical continuity, Robinson wrote: 

 

The truth that no abrupt change has ever taken place in all the customs of a 

people, and that it cannot, in the nature of things, take place, is perhaps the most 

fundamental lesson that history teaches... We find histories of Europe from 476 to 

918, from 1270 to 1492, as if the accession of a capable German king in 918, or 

the death of a famous French king in 1270, or the discovery of America, marked a 

general change in European affairs. In reality, however, no general change took 

place at these dates or in any other single year. It would doubtless have proved a 

great convenience to the readers and writers of history if the world had agreed to 

carry out a definite programme and alter its habits at precise dates, preferably at 

the opening of each century. But no such agreement has ever been adopted, and 

the historical student must take things as he finds them. He must recognize that 

nations retain their old customs while they adopt new ones, and that a portion of a 

nation may advance while a great part of it stays behind.507 
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The clear implication of this theoretical framework is that the history of the United States 

cannot be studied in isolation. Only through an approach that explores the links between 

Europe and America can the country be better understood. Since the United States began as 

an outpost of Europe, this statement implies that there were ties between the United States 

and Europe that undermined any exceptional characteristics of the first: European customs 

could never completely disappear from American soil. 

 

 

 

Rethinking the Development of Modern Europe 

 

It is no surprise then that the first extensive study in the New History school was a two 

volume work on the development of modern Europe, co-written by Beard and Robinson. 

Both men started their career as Europeanists who strongly believed in progress and 

historical continuity. Their work can be perceived as the true manifesto of this school of 

thought, as it was published five years before Robinson’s The New History. In the preface 

and the introduction, the authors present the rationale of the study. They decry the failure of 

historical manuals to connect the past with the present. More emphatically, they declare that 

in their work they had consciously “subordinated the past to the present.”508 The novelty of 

the book, they argue, was “the way in which the narrative emerges into the living present” 

and the “happy reunion of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, which should never have 

been put asunder by the date 1789.”509  

Their focus was on stressing historical continuities. They wanted to merge time and 

refute old histories which studied different ages as if they were not connected. Their work 
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also emphasized spatial continuity. Europe and America were studied in parallel as the 

authors recognized that events on either continent influenced each other. They were not only 

interested in the history of the Old World that paved the way for the establishment of the 

United States, but they wanted to discover how events unfolded to extract valuable lessons 

for America. It was also a crucial work for our understanding of Beard’s early use of Europe 

as a reference point for America and his later effort to present the United States as a 

reference culture for the Old World. With the passing of time, Beard came to believe that his 

country had developed into a great civilization and that, especially after the First World War, 

it had perfected most of the beneficial legacies it had once inherited from the Old World.  

At the same time, however, he believed that Europe was going to become the student. 

This change of mind can be seen if one compares the two editions of the book, the first one 

published in the 1910s and the second in the 1930s, in order to discover how Beard’s thinking 

had evolved after approximately twenty years. The first edition offered a purely Eurocentric 

reading of American history. In the second edition, this Eurocentric approach had partially 

waned. In the 1930s, the authors were convinced that their country had an important role to 

play in global affairs and that it was destined to influence Europe. A comparative reading of 

the two editions will shed light on this significant evolution.510 

The first edition of The Development of Modern Europe, published in the 1910s, was a 

sweeping presentation of European history from the time of Louis XIV to the imperialistic 

European adventures at the end of the nineteenth century, such as the entrance of Western 

powers into China and the Boxer uprising. The authors discuss events with global effects to 
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show the relevance of their argument about the importance of world history. Events like the 

wars of Louis XIV and, later, of Napoleon, did not affect only Europe but also had far 

reaching consequences in their colonies. France was seen as, “the great teacher of Europe; her 

philosophers and economists denounced the abuses which existed everywhere and urged the 

reform of ancient outworn institutions.”511 The authors attribute England’s reluctance to 

accept a powerful monarch to the isolation of the country which was protected by the sea.512 

In a way, they anticipate Beard’s later argument of isolationism: the protection that the 

Atlantic offered to his country. England managed to become more liberal because it could 

control its own affairs with the European continent. In the future, Beard was going to argue 

something similar for the United States. Still, isolationism was an idea that Beard did not 

consider in 1907. 

The authors argue that during the era of Louis XIV the major states that participated in 

the game for global domination had been established. Proper understanding of history 

demanded knowledge of the whereabouts of these countries. The world, at least the world of 

dominant powers, should be studied in its entirety:  

 

Little Holland with its vast colonial empire, its unrivaled fleet of merchantmen on 

the sea, its low meadows, its herds and windmills, its flourishing cities, its 

painters and audacious writers who continually irritated the great Louis; England 

with its colonial ambitions in India and North America; Germany, an empire the 

innumerable parts of which had almost fallen asunder, enfeebled Spain, no longer 

able to take rank among the formidable powers as it had a century before; 
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scattered Austria, not yet an empire as it is to-day; Italy, the disruption of which 

seemed as hopeless as that of Germany.513  

 

Not surprisingly, in describing these events the authors mainly focused on the unfolding of 

progress. They discovered it in crucial moments of world history such as the American 

Revolution, the development of modern science, the governance of the enlightened despots 

during the eighteenth century, and the French Revolution. In the American Revolution, Beard 

and Robinson saw the emancipation of the western hemisphere, which was, at last, left alone 

to decide its own political course. In the rise of science, they saw the development of a new 

mentality in human history which was based on the ability of human beings to “dream of 

progress beyond the happiest times of which they had any record.”514 As one would expect, 

England, the country which informed Beard’s understanding of the Old World, had a 

prominent role in this narrative of progress. By abolishing slavery almost within two decades 

after the conclusion of the Napoleonic Wars, England was as an example for the rest of the 

world.515 American abolitionists had their ancestors, the authors implied, the fight Americans 

fought against slavery had its equals in England, although without a civil war. 

Many of the elements that Robinson and Beard discussed became staples of 

transnational history. They discussed for example Bismarck’s social policies. The German 

chancellor, the “most commanding figure among the statesmen of modern times” appealed to 

a certain extent to the liberal taste of these progressive historians. They considered him a 

hardline conservative but they were impressed by his interest in the work of state socialists, 

thinkers, and intellectuals who thought that the promotion of worker friendly policies would 
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be beneficial for social peace. Bismarck’s social policies were based on his belief in the 

welfare of the nation as a whole and on his determination to offer an alternative to socialism, 

which he despised: “Give the workingman the right to work as long as he is healthy, assure 

him care when he is sick, and maintenance when he is old. Do not fear the sacrifice involved, 

or cry out at state socialism as soon as the words ‘provision for old age’ are uttered...”516 

Eventually, Bismarck’s policies failed to keep the socialists at bay as it were, but his case was 

really interesting for Americans of the Progressive Era. In a way, Bismarck’s policies could 

also be seen as a way of keeping at bay Manchester laissez-faire doctrines and many of the 

issues that the conservative statesman addressed were similar to the ones discussed by 

progressive reformers in America.517 

Imperialism was also a phenomenon that the authors discussed. Published eight years 

after John A. Hobson’s work on imperialism and eight years before the publication of Lenin’s 

treatise on the highest level of capitalism, the inclusion of this topic in The Development of 

Modern Europe was rather innovative. When Robinson reflected on the book, in his 

presidential address at the American Historical Association, more than twenty years later, he 

recalled that “Beard had trotted down the trail and peeked around the sign when he included 

‘imperialism’ in our old edition. This recently coined word greatly enriches the historical 

vocabulary of the nineteenth century.”518  

In Beard and Robinson’s view, imperialism was based on English industrial and 

political superiority: “During the first half of the nineteenth century, England stood easily at 
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the head of all the nations of the world in the output of her mines and factories and the vast 

extent of her commerce.”519 The rest of the European countries, among them France and 

Germany, were in a more primitive condition while the United States was still an agricultural 

country by the end of the Napoleonic Wars. England, by taking advantage of its advanced 

machinery, was able to send its navy to distant places to acquire markets and resources. 

Gradually, all the other countries that had the necessary capacity followed its example, as 

they were pushed by dominant forces in their societies: “factories seeking markets and capital 

seeking investment.” These were the forces that could explain “why the great industrial 

nations are embarking on what has been termed a policy of imperialism, which means a 

policy of aiding distant territories for the purpose of controlling their products, getting the 

trade with the natives, and investing money in the development of natural resources.”520 

Among the crucial effects of this search for dominion, Beard and Robinson stressed, were the 

expansion of European culture and the westernization of oriental people, a process which had 

begun with the missionaries who were somehow the forerunners of imperialism. Beard and 

Robinson’s reading of world history was one in which Europe ruled. Their world view was 

Eurocentric. At the same time, their reading of European dominion provided them with a 

perfect analytical tool to understand the dominant characteristic of their own times: the 

Americanization of the world. 

The Development of Modern Europe was a study of European history along progressive 

lines. The narrative is filled with stories of great men and agents of the betterment of 

mankind. In this respect, the authors did not stay true to their declared goal of presenting 

history as made by the people rather than by important individuals. Nevertheless, it was a 

more encompassing narrative in comparison with older historical works. Even the individuals 

praised in its pages were judged according to their contribution to society and the common 
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good. The book was also a work of transnational perspectives as it discussed the 

interrelations between states and reciprocal influences among countries. England, the beacon 

of liberal tradition and the nation that revolutionized the world through industry, and France, 

the country of democratic upheaval, dominated its pages. England was the country that 

promoted industrialization and science and the book described it as a kind of savior of 

civilization. Even imperialism, to a certain extent an English prerogative for most of the 

nineteenth century, was viewed as a civilizing process rather than as political domination 

imposed by sheer brutality. 

The importance that Beard contributed to the interconnectedness of history was also 

evident in a lecture that he presented at Columbia on February 12, 1908, during the year that 

the second volume of The Development of Modern Europe was published. In his lecture, 

entitled Politics, Beard stressed these global connections: 

 

So far as our political economy is concerned Japan is as much a part of the United 

States as Oregon; Matabeleland is the next door neighbor of Saskatchewan; the 

spirit of war in the bosom of Herrero tribesmen makes the issue for an imperial 

election in Germany. The shuttle of trade and intercourse flies ever faster and it 

may be weaving the web for a world state. It may be that steam and electricity are 

to achieve what neither the armies, nor the law, not the faith of Rome could 

accomplish —that unity of mankind which rests on the expansion of a common 

consciousness of rights and wrongs through the extension of identical modes of 

economic activity.521  
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Here the historian went on to emphasize that an encompassing understanding of history 

should not be restricted to the borders of the western world. In his mind, technology and 

economy were rapidly unifying the whole globe. Although most of his works focused on the 

Atlantic world, the idea of a world state, an important notion within the liberal internationalist 

tradition, was a dominant force in his thought. Appropriately, as a historian who lived during 

the period known as the first globalization, Beard advocated global history. 

The Unites States, which began to succeed Great Britain as the world’s most powerful 

military and economic power during the Progressive Era, rarely appeared in the first edition 

of The Development of Modern Europe. Whenever this happened, the country looked as if it 

had a marginal role in world affairs and as if it was subordinate to the cultural and political 

domination of England and the rest of Europe. At best, it was discussed as the battleground of 

European struggles for imperial domination. This was logical given that Beard and 

Robinson’s work was a study on Europe. After all, they had explicitly called for an inclusive 

and encompassing history that would discuss world affairs rather than developments in 

separate nations. In 1907 and 1908, when the two volumes were published, the authors did 

not believe that their country could compete with European powers, especially with England. 

Europe was still a principal cultural force for America, not the other way around. The 1929 

and 1930 revised two-volume edition of the book paints a different picture. The authors had 

become assured that their country had become a paradigm that Europe should follow, 

reflecting the shift in the balance of power that had occurred in the Atlantic world after the 

Great War. 

In his presidential address to the American Historical Association, also delivered in 

1930, Robinson referred to the revised version of their book on Europe. Throughout his 

address, he remained close to the historiographical framework of New History that both 

historians had promoted for the last twenty years. At the beginning of the century historians 
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were studying history in separate stages: Ancient, European (Medieval and Modern), English 

and American.522 However, Beard and Robinson had suggested a new way of reading history, 

as Robinson himself stated:  

 

National history seems to us more provincial than formerly it did... No nation 

starts afresh. The term autochthonous (sprung-from-the-earthers) or aboriginal 

(on-the-spot-from-the-firsters) cannot be properly applied to any people of which 

we have any record. Each people at every stage of its civilization owes most of its 

knowledge, skill, art and mores to other people including those of a very remote 

past. So national history merges into general history.523 

 

It was exactly this belief in historical continuity that caused them to title the second volume 

of their 1930 edition The Merging of European into World History. The United States 

appeared in this book as part of a world history (or, to be more precise, of a western world 

history). In 1930, the authors were certain that their country was becoming influential so they 

assigned an important role to it. They may have neglected it in their first edition, but now the 

United States was depicted as an important agent with the will and the right to influence the 

rest of the world. Again in Robinson’s own words in his presidential address: “in this process 

of westernizing the world the United States has been assuming a more and more important 

role, until it is now the recognized and feared rival of the whole of Western Europe.”524 He 

was referring to Americanization, the process in which a powerful New World was 

eventually transforming Europe in its own image. The argument was basically that in the 
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historical flow of events the United States managed to surpass Europe in economic, 

industrial, and military might. In the first edition, England was the country with a compelling 

culture to be imitated or rejected. Now the Old World had to accept America as a dominant 

cultural paradigm.  

Thus, in their revised version of The Development of Modern Europe, the United States 

was a major actor. In a chapter entitled The New World and the Old: Relation of American 

Civilization to European they endorsed the idea that within historical continuity, the United 

States had managed to acquire a special status. This did not mean that their belief in historical 

unity was shaken. On the contrary, even when they assigned a special role to their own 

country, they were arguing that 

 

however secure the present political independence of the nations of North and 

South America, it may be argued that they did not originate their civilization but 

borrowed it...Viewed from this standpoint, the history of North and South 

America is indeed a phase of European history. The two continents not only have 

their rich heritage from the Old World but also continue to be deeply affected by 

the course of affairs across the Atlantic.525 

 

Now they accepted that within the course of events that characterizes historical continuity, 

there are, at certain times, certain nations which have collected the wisdom of the past, have 

perfected it and, thus, have become reference points for the rest of the world. Other countries 

have to define their own role in the world by connecting themselves to that prevailing cultural 

paradigm: they can accept it, comment on it or reject it, but they cannot neglect it. Of course 
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Industrial England had been such a force in the past. In general, the New World had been 

highly influenced by the Old until the turn of the nineteenth century. But circumstances had 

now changed the balance of power. The First World War was the event that brought about 

this revolution in transatlantic relations. Before the war, the Americas, and especially the 

United States, were subordinate parts of the European system both culturally as well as 

politically, with marginal influence beyond the Atlantic frontier. After the Great War, the 

United States had proved powerful and its influence upon the world affairs had to be 

recognized. 

 

On the other hand, the two Americas, especially the United States, have exercised 

a far more profound and varied influence upon Europe than has been 

recognized... Most European writers have failed to perceive this, and even 

American historians have not emphasized it sufficiently. Since the World War, 

however, the United States has come to loom so large in world affairs that it 

seems appropriate here to review the chief ways in which the New World has 

long been deeply affecting the Old…It is in the realm of economic, political, 

diplomatic, and military affairs that the interaction of the Old and the New World 

is most clear and unmistakable.526 

 

Even though their thinking changed radically between 1907 and 1930, they did not refute the 

European inheritance of the United States. On the contrary, they still found similarities 

between the two worlds and, in many cases, they attempted to argue that certain vices, which 

were considered exceptionally American, were, in fact, also European. For example, they 
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defended their compatriots against European accusations that attacked Americans for their 

supposed lust for money: “It is common enough for Europeans to tax the people of the United 

States with an excessive striving for money. But this would seem to be one of the most 

obvious elements in America’s European heritage.”527 After all, it was the search for riches 

that led the imperialistic European powers to colonize the western hemisphere.  

Moreover, it was the discovery of this new continent that led to the industrialization 

and modernization of Europe: “Indeed whole areas of Europe, now highly industrialized, 

might have remained agricultural had it not been for the precious metals from the New World 

and for the commerce set in motion by them.”528 Moreover, the Industrial Revolution had a 

transnational element: “It was cotton from Southern plantations that kept spinning machines 

of Europe whirling from the days of Arkwright and Crompton down to our own time...”529 

Sometimes the authors attributed importance to the United States and sometimes they 

stressed similarities between the two continents. In both cases reciprocal influences between 

the two worlds were highlighted. Theirs was an early transnational reading of both American 

and European history. 

 

 

 

 

The United States as a Reference Culture 

 

The second edition of the book made clear that Beard became convinced that the United 

States was gradually becoming a dominant cultural example for the Old World. If in the past 

Europe was a reference culture for the United States, the shift in the balance of power that 
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occurred after the First World War reversed the transatlantic relationship. It was not only in 

the field of the economy that the United States was affecting Europe, as the American 

markets contributed to European economic growth. The very living conditions of the Old 

World, Beard and Robinson contended, were improving by the fact that “the two Americas 

served as a huge reservoir into which could be poured the surplus populations of the Old 

World.”530 In this way, the American frontier was a safety valve whenever social upheavals 

tortured the countries of Europe.  

This hint to Frederick Jackson Turner’s ideas was not accidental. The authors wrote 

that “until about 1890 there was enough unoccupied fertile land in that country to furnish a 

farm for every immigrant who cared to go to the frontier; vast areas of the West were brought 

under cultivation by Irish, German, and Scandinavian immigrants.”531 In a Turnerian spirit, 

Beard and Robinson argued that immigration from Europe to America promoted democracy 

in the Old World: “How far was the fermenting democracy of Europe due to the letters 

written by immigrants to their relatives and friends? What revolutions did Europe escape by 

having this outlet for her increasing millions? What will be the effect of the new restrictive 

policy, adopted by the United States, limiting immigration, especially from southern and 

eastern Europe?”532 Although these rhetorical questions remained unanswered, it was obvious 

that both authors were, at this point, convinced by the Turnerian predicament: the closing of 

the American frontier was apparently a threat for democracy and reform on the old continent.  

That American ideas influenced Europe was also apparent to them. The authors 

argued that even domestic events in America had a great impact upon Europe: “If we turn 

from direct connections with the Old World to the purely domestic history of the United 

States, we find that not a single significant phase of American political development has been 
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without influence on European policy and opinion.”533 The United States was becoming a 

persuasive example for the countries beyond the Atlantic. The American Revolution had 

established a precedent for French philosophers and thinkers and, in the course of time, 

European liberals looked hopefully toward the American experiment while the conservatives 

were sceptical. Later on, “the struggles between Hamilton and Jefferson…had their effect on 

the course of Anglo-French rivalry in the Old World.” They even argued that if the United 

States had been ready to defeat Great Britain in the War of 1812, Napoleon may have died in 

Paris instead of being exiled on a small island in the South Atlantic.534 They underlined that 

Jacksonian democracy had international implications as it “really brought ‘the people’ into 

power for the first time in the history of western civilization,” while the division that the Civil 

War caused in European public opinion, between conservative supporters of the South and 

liberal supporters of the North (they Karl Marx mentioned specifically) exemplified the 

importance of American affairs.535 For both authors, the United States was becoming so 

influential, that, at some point, it would affect both European thought and the power relations 

between European states. Beard and Robinson wrote as transnational historians par 

excellence. 

Of course, there were also thinkers in Europe who rejected the American influence. 

The authors discarded those commentators who rejected American influence as 

conservatives. They referred specifically to Mathew Arnold, the English cultural critique who 

had written about the concept of “Americanization” which, for him, was equal to an 

American cultural invasion that led to the deterioration to European culture. Even for these 

critics of America, the United States had become too influential to be ignored. They decried 
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the danger it posed for European culture, but they could not resist its persuasion.536 The 

impact of the United States upon Europe, the authors realized, was only bound to increase. 

 The difference in spirit between the two editions of the book reveals that an important 

change had occurred in the twenty years’ gap between them. When the first edition was 

published, during the first decade of the twentieth century, Beard and Robinson were thinking 

within a eurocentric framework. They wrote a book which could help Americans to learn 

from European experience. Twenty years later, they grasped the change of tides between 

Europe and the United States in matters of cultural, political and economic influence. They 

were aware that their own country had managed to surpass the potential of European 

powerhouses. In fact, it was becoming stronger than the whole of the European continent 

together. They also understood the fear that this caused to cultural purist and defenders of the 

Old World.  

Nevertheless, this did not turn them away from Europe. Although they defended their 

country against European attacks and praised its achievements, they still discussed history 

within a transnational framework. No matter how powerful their country was becoming, they 

could not analyze its development outside of a European context. Even their discussion of the 

critics of America revealed their need to keep the dialogue with the Old World alive. This 

cosmopolitan perspective was indeed the most impressive element of the 1930s edition of the 

book. Although they entitled it The Merging of European into World History, many chapters 

discussed the merging of the United States into world history. To sum up, in the thirties, a 

few years before writing the books that led many critics to denounce him as a chauvinist, 

Charles Beard had co-authored a book which can firmly be based in the tradition of 

transnationalism. Even if it was a primitive and early expression of transnational history, it 

set the tone for future historians.  
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 The second edition of the book perfectly fitted the time in which it was released. 

Published during the Great Depression, it was meant to offer solace to Americans by 

emphasizing the importance of the United States in world history. At the same time, written 

during a period of crisis when isolationism and nationalism were on the rise in the country, 

the book succeeded in combining the oppositional forces of nationalism and internationalism, 

in a very characteristic Beardian manner. According to a list comprised by historian Howard 

Beale, both volumes of The Development of Modern Europe sold approximately 166,000 

copies.537 Beale does not clarify if these numbers refer to the original edition only or to both 

editions, but it is obvious, that, overall, the work reached a great number of readers. Both 

editions made clear to their readers that Americans had to remain interested in European 

affairs, even during the hard times when economic problems forced them to look inwards. 

The internationalist outlook of this work was a bold political statement made during difficult 

isolationist times. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Charles Beard’s early writings were essentially explorations of European history. As a 

Progressive historian, deeply interested in the concept of world history, he studied the Old 

World in order to understand how the United States was established. More importantly, he 

was eager to find in the political developments of the Old World important examples that 

could help its own country address the problems of industrialism and modernity. The time he 

spent in England made him a cosmopolitan who could not accept rigid differences between 
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civilizations. He believed in connections, continuity, and exchange of ideas, elements which 

compensated for any differences that existed among cultures — differences which, he 

believed, were accidental and were not based on any kind of inherent characteristics.  

 Beard’s early works illustrate the extent to which Europe was a cultural paradigm for 

the United States and show that he considered his country as part of the western world. This 

transnational perception of the transatlantic world did not disappear in his later years. 

Although he gradually grasped the rise of the United States as a formidable power in world 

affairs, Beard refused to subscribe to any notion of chauvinism. His acceptance of the concept 

of American exceptionalism was, in essence, cosmopolitan, as he believed that the United 

States could, from a position of cultural power, influence Europe and project its democratic 

principle unto the Old World. Even then, he thought that the Old World had achieved 

tremendous improvements on issues of social justice that his fellow Americans could imitate. 

If Beard had a political agenda, then it emphasized strong transatlantic ties and mutual 

influences between the two sides of the Atlantic.  
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Chapter 5: Synthesizing Civilizations 

 

Beard’s early works focused on Europe. Nevertheless, his attention gradually turned to the 

affairs of his own country. It was the progressive impulse of reform that made him to write 

two works on American government. He also became director of the Training School of 

Public Service of the New York Bureau of Municipal Research and from 1918 headed the 

Bureau itself.538 It was during this period that he published the work for which he is mostly 

remembered: An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of the United States (1913). In 

this work, Beard appeared a transformed scholar. The young Europeanist, who had spent his 

early career studying the development of Europe, the growth of medieval institutions, and the 

turmoil caused by the Industrial Revolution, now became an Americanist. In turning to the 

motives and economic interests of the men who had drafted the Constitution of the United 

States, his academic interest seemed to become more provincial (in the sense that he had 

previously written about both continents of the western world). 

 This perception of Beard’s most important book as a provincial document is still 

strong in academia. In a recent article, Edling summarizes Beard’s work on the Constitution 

as follows: “in Beard’s account of the founding, the principal agents are classes; the main 

historical driving force, material interests; and the chief bone of contention, the future 

economic and political order of the American republic. It is an eminently domestic story.”539 

However, Edling also stresses that “neither international security threats nor foreign policy 

needs and opportunities are neglected in An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution.”540 
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In relation to Beard’s brief discussion of the international context of the drafting of the 

Constitution, Edling writes that “it is hard to shake the impression that Beard held the 

domestic conflict over capitalism and democracy to be more important than threats from the 

international state system in shaping the Constitution,” an idea in tune with Beard’s belief 

that domestic interests shape foreign policy.541 

 

 

A Transatlantic Interpretation of American History 

 

Yet, despite its concentration on American history, An Economic Interpretation also had a 

transnational aspect. Beard’s focus on the economic motives and interests of the people who 

drafted the Constitution can be properly understood in the historical context of the 

Progressive Era. This interest was also formed by Beard’s English experience. What Beard 

learned in England was similar to what Progressives came to realize in America at the turn of 

the century: that economic interests are fundamental factors of human activity. Or, as Marx 

and his followers would formulate it, the economy lies at the basis of society and everything 

else, especially politics, is built upon it. Social tensions based on economic interests had led 

Beard to found Ruskin Hall and to support reform in England and, upon his return to his 

homeland, to enter the ranks of the loose movement of reform that today is known as 

Progressivism. What Beard realized in his reading of the Constitution was that the Founding 

Fathers represented a class with specific interests and that the Constitution served to protect 

those interests. As such the period of the formation of the American republic was not 

different to any other era in European history. 
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At the time of its publication, some saw in An Economic Interpretation an attack on the 

Fathers themselves. But Beard simply argued that America was not a civilization sui generis 

and that its Founding Fathers were no demigods. If a domestic reading of the book gave 

Progressives the historiographical equivalent of muckraking, a transnational reading reveals 

that Beard’s argument relied on the concept anti-exceptionalism. By taking the Founding 

Fathers down from their position of demigods, which they had enjoyed in American lore, 

Beard implied that there was no fundamental distinction between the United States and the 

countries of Europe.542 The outcome was something that many Americans were not willing to 

accept, despite the tensions of the Progressive Era: that the New World was not exempt from 

class conflict.  

Moreover, by emphasizing that the founders of the American republic were property 

holders, Beard established a relation between the American and the European experience, a 

link which denied the United States any exceptionalism.  

In an article published a few years after his work on the Constitution, Beard wrote that 

“the progressive democratization of the State, it is true, has not followed the same logical 

process in all countries and there have been reactions as well as forward movements; but the 

grand result has been approximately the same throughout the nations of Western 

civilization.”543 Both in Europe and in America, he argued, democracy had won due to the 

efforts of the middle class. The process was similar in both worlds: “The history of the State 

in America,” he wrote, “follows along the lines of evolution in Europe; namely, progressive 

extension of the suffrage to groups and classes disfranchised in colonial times and under the 
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Constitutional Convention, an event which he missed. He was in Paris when it occurred: “It is really 

an assembly of demigods.” Jefferson quoted in Norman A. Graebner, Richard Dean Burns and Joseph 
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first State constitutions.”544 Progress, Beard insisted, was developing the Atlantic world into a 

homogenous cultural and political domain.  

More importantly, Beard expressed an idea which is fundamental to the Progressive 

understanding of Europe. Beard implied in his work on the Constitution (and, to be more 

accurate, in the sum of his work) that American exceptionalism was based on continuity with 

Europe. This concept may seem paradoxical since a certain measure of discontinuity is 

inherent to the idea of uniqueness. Yet, throughout his writings, Beard argued that the 

elements in which America excelled had been inherited from Europe. He did not believe that 

Americans were a new people who had left the garments of European civilization behind. 

Beard’s notion of uniqueness had a transnational flavor, distinct from the creed of 

exceptionalism which implies chauvinism, feelings of superiority, and provinciality: a 

paradoxical kind of exceptionalism that favored continuities over discontinuities. As 

discussed earlier, a similar mindset could be found in the work of Frederick Jackson Turner 

which suggests that the Progressive mentality contains a perspective on Europe that official 

historiography has missed or downplayed. 

The paradox of this uniqueness in continuity can be explained by Beard’s strong belief 

that all the traits of the United States which seemed exceptional had been imported from 

Europe to be perfected on American soil. The two continents differed not in essence but in 

degree. Beard explained what caused this divergence between America and Europe. As he 

wrote in his paper on the evolution of democracy: “Moreover, the history of the United States 

differs from the history of European countries, in that the United States sprang from a nation 
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in which the state-making process had been going on for many hundred years, and the 

agencies of the State…and habits of obedience had already been well established.”545 Thus, 

already at the time of its birth the United States profited from such European experiences.  

The paradox mentioned above can be further explained by looking at the effects of a 

transatlantic transfer on exceptionalism. As Beard himself noted, “When the English colonies 

were founded in America, the property-owners of England, for the most part, had won a share 

in the State, and that idea of the State was transferred to the new world.”546 The foundations 

of the American republic were established upon a political and economic revolution that had 

taken place in the former mother country. Thus, an English political arrangement found its 

way into the early American republic — and became embedded in the Constitution of the 

United States. So the distinction of the United States was based on an advanced political 

position that was based on its European heritage. 

 Interestingly, Beard’s study of the Constitution disguised the argument about 

continuity in a narrative that was mostly presented as a historiographical revolution, rather 

than as a textbook for political or social revolt or an effort to downplay the rhetoric of 

American uniqueness. He knew all too well that his concept of the Constitutional Convention 

as a battleground for economic interests challenged the idea of American exceptionalism. He 

was aware that he was going to be charged with associating the United States with a theory of 

class antagonism stemming from the Old World and for comparing the Founders of a 

democratic nation with dynastic leaders who cared only for material interest. Beard was also 

comparing the American legalistic tradition to the European one. According to Beard, 

European legal thinkers such as Rudolf von Jhering knew that “law does not ‘grow,’ but is, in 
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fact, ‘made’ — adapted to precise interests which may be objectively determined.”547 Beard 

was aware that special interests existed everywhere in real life and he decried the 

metaphysical belief of American thinkers in abstract principles. By bringing this realism to 

the discussion he aimed to demonstrate that the superiority of the US Constitution was a mere 

fiction.  

 

Intellectual Influences of Europe 

 

Beard’s Marxist analysis of the Constitution was another element of his cosmopolitan 

approach. His work was consequently denounced by American chauvinists as a European 

import. Beard admitted that he, like many of his contemporaries, was “conversant with the 

theories and writings of Marx.”548 In order to decrease the backlash, he stressed that 

economic determinism was far from an exclusively European idea. As he put it, “those who 

are inclined to repudiate the hypothesis of economic determinism as a European importation 

must, therefore, revise their views, on learning that one of the earliest, and certainty one of 

the clearest, statements of it came from a profound student of politics who sat in the 
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Convention that framed our fundamental law.”549 By discussing James Madison as a proto-

Marxist, Beard implicitly argued that there were no distinct American or European ideas. 

Both American and European intellectuals recognized the economic foundations of politics. 

Madison was among American and European intellectuals who recognized the economic 

foundations of politics. 

Apart from Beard’s indebtedness to Madison and Marx, he was also influenced by a 

great number of European figures preceding both the author of The Capital and the author of 

Federalist 10. Clyde Barrow mentions E.R.A. Seligman, a distinguished economist and 

Beard’s colleague at Columbia. Seligman was a Progressive who promoted the idea of a 

progressive income tax in the United States. Although he opposed socialism and was critical 

of Karl Marx, he did formulate a theory of economic determinism from which Beard drew 

inspiration. Moreover, Seligman was a strong exponent of proto-transnational reading of 

American history. According to Ross, Seligman was one of the first American scholars to 

emphasize the transnational element of historicism as he attacked, in 1902, a specific 

tradition of American thinking, which, in his own words, was “the opinion either explicitly or 

implicitly shared by many of our thoughtful fellow citizens that this country has in some way 

a distinctive mission to perform, and that we are marked off from the rest of the world by 

certain inherent principles, relative indeed, in the sense of being peculiar to America, but 

eternal and immutable in the relation to ourselves…We have been largely living in a fool’s 

paradise.”550 Beard’s writings suggest that he had accepted Seligman’s credo. 

                                           
549 Beard, An Economic Interpretation, 16. 
550 Quoted in Ross, “Historical Consciousness,” 928. 
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Furthermore, Seligman had discovered an even older European exponent of economic 

interpretation: James Harrington, the important seventeenth-century English political 

philosopher and author of The Commonwealth of Oceana.551 

Recent scholarship has focused on intellectual ties between this British thinker and the 

founders of the American republic. Especially Lance Banning has linked Harrington’s 

theories to the tradition of Jeffersonian republicanism in the United States. Both at the time of 

the Fathers and in Beard’s own time, European thinkers cast their shadow upon the American 

republic in that the latter found inspiration in the intellectual debates of the Old World. 

Moreover, Harrington’s influence on the British “Old Whig,” “Commonwealth,” or 

“Country” ideology, namely the ideology which was developed around the opposition to the 

throne during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in England, and the subsequent 

adoption of its arguments by American republicans drew the debate about the American 

Revolution into a transatlantic context. As Pocock argues, “the American Revolution, which 

to an older generation of historians seemed a rationalist or naturalist breach with an old world 

and its history, now appeared to have been involved in a complex relation both with English 

and Renaissance cultural history and with a tradition of thought which had from its 

beginnings confronted political man with his own history and was, by the time of the 

Revolution, being used to express an early form of the quarrel with modernity.”552 By linking 

Madison to Harrington, Beard anticipated the historiography which traced intellectual links 

between the American Founders and European thinkers. 

                                           
551 For the references to Harrington see Beard, An Economic Interpretation, 14 and Edwin R. A. 

Seligman, The Economic Interpretation of History (New York: Columbia University Press, 1902), 50. 

Beard’s source for Harrington was the work of an English historian: H. A. L. Fisher, Republican 

Tradition in Europe (New York and London: G.P. Putnam’s Sons: 1911), 51.  

 
552 J.G. A. Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Political Thought and The Atlantic 

Republican Tradition (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1975), 506. 
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An even more radical expression of the Europeanness of the economic interpretation 

appeared in another of Beard’s publications, titled The Economic Basis of Politics. In this 

book, Beard moved beyond Madison and Marx and argued that the economic interpretation 

could be found in earlier thinkers.553 Beard straightforwardly brought the notion of 

uniqueness in continuity back into the discussion by claiming the following:  

 

According to methods cherished in many quarters we might easily conclude that 

European philosophy has no application to us —a favoured people who live in a 

new dispensation of our own making. It cannot be denied that the social and 

economic conditions of Athens, feudal Europe, or the Stuart age were in many 

respects different from those prevailing in the United States. Still mankind here, 

as in the Old World, must struggle for existence and, allowing for the divergences 

in circumstances, we have no reason for assuming that the economic laws which 

governed in other times and other hands are without effect in this fortunate 

country. Certainly the founders of the American republic did not assume that in 

shaping our political institutions they could break with the experience and 

philosophy of the past.554 

  

                                           
553 For example, Beard emphasized the importance of Aristotle and traced elements of his legacy in 

American thought. According to Beard, long before Marx of Madison, Beard underlined, Aristotle 

had declared that there must “necessarily be as many different forms of government as there are ranks 

in society, arising from the superiority of some over others and their different situations. And these 

seem to be two, as they say of the winds: namely, the north and the south; and all the others are 

inclinations of these. And those in politics, there is the government of the many and the government 

of the few; or a democracy or an oligarchy.” One could argue that the first exponent of the economic 

interpretation was an ancient Greek thinker. See Aristotle quoted in Charles A. Beard, The Economic 

Basis of Politics (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1922), 17. Beard also discussed thinkers such as 

Machiavelli, John Locke and Condorcet. All of them contributed to American thinking. Beard also 

mentioned these European thinkers in his introduction to the 1935 edition of his book on the 

Constitution. See Beard, An Economic Interpretation, xii-xiii. 

 
554 Beard, The Economic Basis of Politics, 28. 
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Beard stressed the importance of acknowledging the similarities between Europe and 

the United States. Only by accepting this fact could his country profit from its European past. 

His statement that the American Founders had no intention of breaking away from Europe 

underlined his strong belief in historical continuity. If the Founders had had no such 

intention, then the whole concept of American exceptionalism was a myth. Beard insisted on 

this by arguing that: “The fundamental purposes and ideals of a free government in the New 

World, by the iron necessities of circumstances could not be essentially different from those 

of the Old World or the Ancient World. If government here is different from government in 

other times and places it is mainly because the forms and distribution of property are 

different.”555 This was a clear expression of the uniqueness in continuity argument. Beard did 

not hesitate to specify what he meant: “If the first American constitutions were more 

democratic than those of Europe, the fact is not to be attributed to radical changes in human 

nature, induced by a voyage across the Atlantic, but, as the great Webster pointed out, to a 

very wide distribution of property, due mainly to cheap land.”556 It is rather striking how this 

argument resembled Frederick Jackson Turner’s frontier thesis. Beard saw no cause for 

celebrating exceptionalism: if such an exceptional condition existed in America, it was based 

on the perfection of European political forms due to an accidental event: the existence of free 

land. 

Even in the first American constitutions, which could be considered inherently 

democratic as they were drafted during a time when free land was abundant, Beard had no 

reason to celebrate America’s detachment from Europe. Quite the opposite. After having 

briefly described the development of Europe “from the disintegration of the Roman Empire 

to the opening years of the nineteenth century” as a contest between propertied groups 

                                           
555 Beard, The Economic Basis of Politics, 32. 

 
556 Beard, The Economic Basis of Politics, 70. 
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(namely the clergy, the baronage, the landed gentry, and the burgesses),557 Beard wrote, with 

a sense of irony: 

 

All this, you may think, is interesting enough, but without bearing upon American 

conditions. It may be said that whatever were the practices of medieval France, 

England, Sweden, and Aragon, they have no meaning for the United States 

founded under another dispensation. There stands the Declaration of 

Independence with its immortal statement that all men are created free and equal 

and that governments derive their just powers from the consent of the governed. 

Here is what seems to be a repudiation of the whole notion of class or group 

interest in the process of government; but when we turn from theory to fact we 

find ourselves in the midst of medieval forms and institutions.558  

 

Beard argued that the United States was based on medieval foundations and that no 

great political revolution had taken place in the New World. The medieval political 

arrangement of recognizing different interest groups as the basis of political institutions did 

not disappear in the Unites States. American society was itself stratified and class conflict 

had not disappeared. In this respect, the New World was not exceptional. 

Moreover, Beard found yet another example of continuity in the republican rhetoric of 

the Atlantic world. American patriots who were fighting against Britain used the doctrine of 

political equality in the same way that the commoners in France did: as an ideology for 

                                           
557 For this analysis see Beard, The Economic Basis of Politics, 46-68. Here Beard briefly describes 

the development of political institutions in England, France, and Sweden as a class representation 

battleground for interest groups. 
558 Beard, The Economic Basis of Politics, 62. 
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political mobilization. For Beard, the use of this argumentation was a euphemism, a game of 

words in order to hide within grand declarations a less idealistic reality: 

 

Of course the leaders of the American Revolution could have said coldly: “We 

are fighting for the plantation owners of the South, the merchants and landed 

gentry of the North, and the free farmers in both sections, in order that they may 

govern themselves.” Obviously such a chilly declaration would not have thrilled 

the masses…Hence the grand words of the Declaration of Independence: “All 

men are created equal” and “governments derive their just powers from the 

consent of the governed.” There were critics ready to point out that these high 

principles did not square with slavery, indentured servitude, and political 

disfranchisement, but they did not prevail.559  

 

Thus, Beard saw something paradoxical in the coexistence of economic classes and of 

the doctrine of political equality. Independent of the political regime prevalent at the time, 

economic classes were a recognized reality both in the United States and Europe. 

Declarations of high principles and glorious abandonment of the past were meaningless as 

long as reality testified to the pervasiveness of class differences.  

Beard’s economic interpretation of history, as this chapter has already demonstrated, 

offered much more than a critical evaluation of the work of the Founders at the Constitutional 

Convention. His study drew inspiration from several European thinkers and was not restricted 

to America: he sought to explain the development of the world on a basis of competing 

interests. According to Beard, class struggle was apparent in both the United States and 

                                           
559 Beard, The Economic Basis of Politics, 83-84. 
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Europe, and despite the differences that may have existed between the two continents, the 

essential issue remained: people in both worlds shared a common struggle for survival, their 

political institutions were based on property differentiation and revolutionary efforts were 

based on political demands for the redistribution of property.  

In sum, Beard’s economic interpretation of history was not a work by a Europeanist 

turned Americanist. On the contrary, it was the work of a Europeanist historian who added 

his own country to a discussion about the development of world history based on economics. 

It is in this respect that Beard’s theory focused on continuities between the Old World and the 

New. His suggestion that all the elements that were considered exceptional in America were 

just improvements upon European precedents and his belief that political equality without 

fairness in economics was a fiction suggest that Beard seriously disagreed with the 

mainstream American political tradition.  

Despite his turn toward American history, Beard did not abandon his early 

transnationalism. On the contrary, his study of the Constitution of the United States was a 

clever intellectual endeavor which allowed Beard to destroy myths of American 

exceptionalism and bring back his country within the world of nations: a world challenged by 

the powerful forces of modernity and characterized by class struggle and competing interests. 

Beard amply showed that the United States was not free from the sins of Europe — more 

provocatively, he argued that it had never escaped from these sins in the first place. But this 

was not something terrible, Beard implied. It was plain realism. He thought that his country 

had to continue to fight against the sins of excessive capitalism, not alone but together with 

the progressive powers of Europe. His own work, in which he accepted many theoretical 

tools from European thinkers, showed the way to his Progressive compatriots. Only by 

accepting the essentially transatlantic nature of Progressivism could the United States stand 
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up to the challenges of the modern world. In this respect, Beard’s turn toward American 

history only verified his earlier emphasis on transatlantic connections. 

 

The New School  

 

The First World War had a tremendous impact on transatlantic relations. As a result, 

historians were also affected by the horrifying events that reduced Europe to ruins. How, 

then, did the changes in the historical context influence Beard’s thinking? This chapter argues 

that the experience of the First World War and the interference of his country in the 

battlefields of Europe reinforced Beard’s belief in a complex and interdependent world which 

could only be understood through the study of world history — isolationism became Beard’s 

creed only during the last period of his lifetime, when the Second World War was 

approaching.  

Apart from the external forces of world events, this was a logical path for Beard to 

take after his publications about the connections between Europe and America and about the 

impossible dreams of exceptionalism in the light of economics. The time had come for a 

synthesis of approaches for a grand study about the development of western civilization. At 

the same time, the rise of the United States as a world power made him believe that the role 

of his country in world affairs should be studied in its entirety. Beard remained within the 

context of transnationalism as he still adhered to the idea of a united western world. Yet, 

although he had previously focused on the things that the United States could learn from 

Europe, now he address the fact that his country had become a reference point for the Old 

World. Even though Europe and America still influenced each other, the balance was 

shifting: gradually the United States was becoming the main source of inspiration. The Rise 
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of American Civilization, discussed later in the chapter, was the culmination of this evolution 

of Beard’s thinking. 

Moreover, Beard’s painful personal experiences made him identify a straightforward 

relation between foreign policy and domestic affairs. His decision to resign from Columbia 

University was a demonstration of his revolt against censorship and the unfair dismissal of 

colleagues who had entered the anti-war camp. The event convinced Beard that the domestic 

and the international were permanently entangled and could not to be understood in isolation.  

In 1919, Beard participated in the foundation of the New School of Social Research. 

The institution was initiated as a “project of a band of dissident academics associated with 

The New Republic, who chose the name ‘New School’ to express their belief that it would 

provide an alternative to conventional American university education.”560 It was a place 

where teachers who had been forced to resign from Columbia University because of their 

anti-war stance, and other progressive educators, could work. Progressives such as James 

Harvey Robinson, Alvin Johnson, Horace Kallen, and Herbert Croly were among its 

founders. Apart from its importance for American education, it is crucial to emphasize the 

transatlantic basis of the institution. For Beard, it was a chance to repeat on American soil 

what he had achieved in England: The New School was the American version of Ruskin Hall, 

this time for students at the academic level. In addition, Europe was also an essential 

reference point for his fellow Progressive co-founders. According to Ellen Nore, “European 

institutions furnished influential models for the designers of the New School. Croly wanted 

something like the École Libre des Sciences Politiques, adapted to American conditions,” 

while Alvin Johnson wanted to base the new founded university upon the example of the 

                                           
560 Peter M. Rutkoff and William B. Scott, New School: A History of the New School of Social 

Research (New York: The Free Press, 1986), xii. 
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London School of Economics.561 Although several conflicts led many of the founders, Beard 

among them, to abandon the New School in the following years, Beard occasionally taught 

there even during the 1930s. Beard’s involvement with the New School elucidates his 

inherent belief that Europe had always much to offer to the United States. Not only in politics 

but on every day issues such as education, as well. 

Although the foundation of such an institution shows that Progressives were still 

promoting progress and modernization in the United States, it is true that many were 

disillusioned by the fact that the war effort did not foster domestic reform. Nevertheless, 

Beard remained convinced that, despite difficulties, belief in progress should not be 

abandoned. In a magisterial work, the length of which reminds us of the epics of early 

American historians such as George Bancroft, Beard explored the notion of American 

civilization. Co-authored with his wife, Mary R. Beard, The Rise of American Civilization 

consists of three large volumes, the first of which was published in 1927 and the last in 1942. 

It is obvious that during this time span, Beard’s ideas about the relations between the Old and 

the New World evolved. This evolution helps us to understand Beard’s perceptions of Europe 

during the time of his intellectual maturity. 

 The question is how his ideas had evolved from the time of his study on the 

Constitution.  In this period, Europe was an intellectual inspiration to him. In fact, even when 

during this time Beard proudly began to use the term “American civilization,” this was no 

expression of chauvinism or acceptance of vulgar exceptionalism. The remainder of this 

chapter will show that Beard’s thinking was much more elaborate than is usually presented 

and that his later isolationism, if properly understood, can be seen as a prescription for 

foreign policy. However, on the whole, Beard did not endorse cultural isolationism. He 

strongly believed that American civilization was destined to become the guardian and 

                                           
561 Nore, Charles A. Beard, 87-88. 
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protector of the best intellectual assets of the Old World, so that they could become reality in 

the New.  

 

 

From the European Past to an American Future 

 

The best way to understand Beard’s position on transatlantic connections is to consider a 

book he wrote a few years before The Rise of American Civilization. Published as the third 

volume of a trilogy on American history textbooks for grade schools, co-authored with 

American educator William Chandler Bagley, Our Old World Background is one of Beard’s 

long forgotten works.562 Probably due to the fact that it was written in order to be read by 

young students at the first stages of their education it has not been recognized as a work from 

which historians can draw conclusions about Beard’s intellectual development. Yet, this little 

book is of great value to our understanding of Beard’s perceptions of Europe. It outlined his 

ideas on the mutual influences between the two continents and also served as a programmatic 

statement for his later work.  

 In fact, because the authors had American schoolchildren in mind, the publication 

acquires greater. They wanted to shape the consciousness of a young generation of 

Americans and offer them “the best civic and cultural equipment.”563 Beard and Bagley did 

so by writing a textbook that challenged the traditional teaching of history and focused on a 

transnational approach. The authors argued that although the importance of European history 

had been recognized in American colleges and high schools, most of the history textbooks 

                                           
562 The trilogy consisted of: William C. Bagley and Charles A. Beard, The History of the American 

People (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1918), William C. Bagley and Charles A. Beard, A 

First Book in American History (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1920) and William C. Bagley 

and Charles A. Beard, Our Old World Background (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1922).  
563 Bagley and Beard, Our Old World Background, v. 
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included only a few references to European history, as they closed “European history 

virtually with the foundation of the American colonies.”564 Such an approach, the authors 

decried, had the result of depriving “the great mass of our young citizens of all formal 

instruction in the modern world culture.”565 Their purpose was to go beyond the study of 

domestic history, to introduce students to the idea of an interconnected world, and, although 

they did not use this terminology, to offer an innovative transnational understanding of 

American history: “We have deliberately aimed at helping to make Americans less provincial 

by introducing them early to two fundamental ideas: the unity of all history, and the 

importance of enriching our national life by the study of the best in all the past and in all 

nations.”566 

This was a very ambitious goal for a school textbook but it illuminates Beard’s 

emphasis on a cosmopolitan, all-embracing understanding of history. The book was 

exceptionally modern for its time that it was published because, as Rodgers argues, 

internationalism was in the air throughout the Progressive Era. During this period “American 

politics was peculiarly open to foreign models and imported ideas —when the North Atlantic 

economy formed, for many strategically placed Americans, a world mart of useful and 

intensely interesting experiments.”567 Our Old World Background managed to capture the 

Zeitgeist and for this reason it should be considered an important document of the era, 

standing out as an appropriate textbook for students.  

Building on the exchange of ideas on politics between the two sides of the Atlantic, 

internationalism was on the rise during and after the war years. War created the need for an 

explanation of both the war effort and America’s participation in world affairs. American 
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school children also had to understand and support the decisions of their government. Beard’s 

collaborator William Chandler Bagley had actively supported his government’s efforts in 

fostering pro-war propaganda in American schools. Bagley was one of the most recognized 

educators of the Progressive Era. He completed his doctoral studies at Cornell University in 

1900 and was mostly interested in the scientific study of education. Although in the 1930s he 

received the reputation of an anti-progressive, during the war years he had accepted many of 

the Progressive creeds: According to Stephen Vaughn, he opposed individualism and 

believed that “ideally democracy was not direct government by the people but government of 

experts responsible to the people”.568  

During the years of his collaboration with Beard, Bagley was editor-in-chief of the 

National School Service.569 The periodical was an intellectual offspring of Guy Stanton Ford, 

an American historian and head of the Civic and Educational Cooperation Division of the 

Committee on Public Information (Creel Committee).570 Ford had studied at the University of 

Wisconsin under prominent figures such as Frederick Jackson Turner and Charles Homer 

Haskins and Carl Becker was among his fellow students. He was among the many young 

American historians who had studied in Germany. He spent time in Marburg, Berlin, 

Göttingen and Hanover, before returning to the United States to finally receive his PhD at 

Columbia for a dissertation entitled Hannover and Prussia, 1795-1803: A Study in Neutrality. 

It is ironic that a person with extensive studies in European history and first-hand experience 

of Germany became the founder of a publication devoted to inspire anti-German propaganda 

and boost American nationalism. Charles Beard knew Ford and was rather fond of him: “I 

                                           
568 Stephen Vaughn, “‘To Create a Nation of Noble Men:’ Public Education, National Unity, and the 

National School Service, 1918-1919,” The Historian 41, no. 3 (May 1979): 435. 
569 National School Service was published, from September 1918 until December of the same year, by 

the Committee on Public Information (also known as Creel Committee), the main office charged by 

Wilson’s administration for managing the propaganda campaign during the war. From January 1919 

until its demise in May 1919, the bulletin was published by the Division of Educational Extension of 

the Department of the Interior. See Vaughn, “‘To Create a Nation of Noble Men,” 432. 
570 Beard also participated in this Division. See below.  
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can say truly that I know no other scholar in America who may be called more disinterested 

in the best sense of that word. Dean Ford would rather enlarge knowledge and enrich wisdom 

than conquer an antagonist”571 — an interesting comment for someone who worked in the 

propaganda sector, although Beard made this statement in 1938, when Ford was president of 

the University of Minnesota and the Creel Committee, president Wilson’s office of pro-war 

propaganda between 1917 and 1919, was but a distant memory.572 

The bulletin unified a discourse of nationalistic propaganda, rooted in a passionate 

search for the essence of Americanism, with a devoted insistence on the importance of 

America’s participation in global affairs. As Vaughn found, “‘Americanism’ provided an 

ideological cement for the National School Service” and it “referred to all values and ideals 

of the American way of life.”573 Such an approach reveals that this bulletin was one of the 

first publications that sought to present a vision of American civilization, even in its most 

patriotic and nationalistic form.  

Nevertheless, despite its definition of Americanism, the publication discussed mostly 

issues of war and, as such, it did not construct an encompassing narrative of American 

civilization similar to the one later written by Charles Beard. The periodical paid its respects 

to Frederick Jackson Turner by arguing that “Americanism is the child of the frontier. It was 

born on the conquest of the continent.” In 1919, the National School Service declared, in a 

progressive hint, that the new frontier that Americans had to face was based on “social and 

political elements”: Now that the struggle with the wilderness had gone, it was imperative for 

Americans to struggle “against ignorance, disease, poverty, and injustice.”574 But, combined 
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with its patriotic rhetoric, the bulletin underlined the importance of internationalism by 

offering strong support to the cause of the League of Nations. As Vaughn argues:  

 

Internationalism based on “the continuance of national states” now had a greater 

chance for success than had any previous effort at European or world unity. The 

reason was the breakdown of national isolation, which had resulted from new 

social and economic conditions. Every nation was part of the world order, the 

bulletin contended, even though political organization had not kept peace. 

Railroads, telegraph lines, national interdependence in industry and commerce 

were among the developments that were drawing nations together.575 

 

Inspired by the infrastructure of globalization, the magazine blended internationalism and 

nationalism, the transnational and the domestic. There was no inherent contradiction in this. 

As Vaughn reminds us, nationalism and internationalism are not necessarily conflicting 

doctrines: “an international frame of mind, however, did not mean repudiation of 

Americanism…As Secretary of the Interior Franklin Laine explained, America’s international 

value would depend on unity, national strength, and vision. Americans were a model for the 

world.”576 This was exactly the message of Charles Beard’s work, despite his later rejection 

of military intervention in Europe. He remained firm in his conviction that the United States 

should become a reference culture for the Old World. The idea that internationalism and 

nationalism can coexist was present in both the National School Service and Beard’s writings. 

Beard himself had participated in the nationalistic campaign of the Great War. He had 

worked for the Civic and Educational Cooperation Division of the Committee on Public 
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Information, the department under Stanton Ford, and participated in the publication of The 

War Cyclopedia.577 In 1919, Beard also co-authored a book with Frederick A. Ogg titled 

National Governments and the World War, which strongly supported American intervention 

in Europe. According to Beard, Americans knew that “a German victory in Europe would 

imperil democracy in the United States in coming years” so “they took up arms to aid in 

overthrowing militarism and imperialism and in preventing their return to plague the earth’s 

weary multitudes.”578 Nevertheless, during the same year, Beard also wrote an article in 

which he fiercely criticized a publication by the New York City Department of Education 

entitled “A Syllabus of the World War.” The purpose of this pamphlet was to “make clear to 

high-school students the nature of the German system against which we waged war and to 

expound the reasons which induced our government to take up arms.” Beard rejected it as 

propaganda, due to its support of permanent military conscription.579 His opposition to 

political and military intervention in Europe was becoming apparent. Yet, his rejection of 

interference in European affairs should not be confused with cultural isolation. This idea was 

expressed by Ogg, the co-author of the book: “The world has become one great body, and 

neither the United States nor any other nation can live to itself or refuse to bear its share in 

the common tasks of civilization.”580 Beard definitely agreed with this statement. 
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Old World Backgrounds 

 

The notion that a rejection of intervention did not mean a dismissal of transnationalism was 

also evident in Our Old World Background. The book focused on transatlantic influences, 

celebrated the European background of the United States and underlined the future potential 

of the New World to influence Europe. Thus, it prefigured for the first time Beard’s ideas on 

American civilization, ideas quite different from the rather monolithic approach of 

Americanism as exposed in the National School Service. The nationalistic propaganda of was 

dominant in the National School Service had disappeared in favor of a more cosmopolitan 

approach which embedded the United States within the context of western civilization. 

Instead of promoting isolationism, the authors wanted to prepare the American people “for 

the imposing world destiny to which they are called by their enterprise, their wealth, and their 

power.”581 Their point was that increased power and responsibilities implied increased 

internationalism and participation in global affairs.  

Beard’s views on American civilization were influenced by his recognition that the 

United States needed to recognize its indebtedness to Europe and to struggle in order to retain 

the elements of European civilization that had led mankind toward the path of progress. At 

the same time, he rejected European elements that stood in the way of progress. The opening 

of the book echoes this argument and is suggestive of the book’s content: “There is no scene 

in all American history, there is no great name upon our roll of heroes, there is no book upon 

our shelves that does not awaken memories of Europe.” The authors offered picturesque 

examples which underlined that, throughout American history, Europe had been ever-present 

                                           
581 Bagley and Beard, Our Old World Background, vii. 



 260 

 

on American soil. In the book we can see Lafayette, a French general, walking by the side of 

George Washington at Yorktown, “children of English, Irish, Italian, Jewish, German, 

Scandinavian, and other national origins — Americans all” having a picnic at Central Park on 

a May Day, American families gathering in their houses in order to discuss their “memories 

of the countries in the Old World from which the parents or grandparents came” or to discuss 

“the latest events in London, Rome, Moscow, or Berlin.” All these examples stressed the 

common history of the Atlantic world. Instead of rejecting Europe as a degenerate world, the 

authors forcefully underlined how many elements their country had inherited from and shared 

with Europe. It was impossible to make sense of America, they implied, without addressing 

its connections with the Old World.582 

One of the most telling examples that completely rejected any notion of American 

exceptionalism was the discussion of Abraham Lincoln in Our Old World Background. One 

of the greatest Americans, the man who gave his life for the unity of the nation, was 

presented in the book as a child of Europe: a man with English origins. Adherent to 

Christianity which came to the New World with the Europeans, Abraham Lincoln, the 

authors underlined, had eight books in his small library during his youth: among them one 

could find The Bible, Aesop’s Fables, The Arabian Nights, Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress and 

Dafoe’s Robinson Crusoe.583 The combination of Lincoln’s inheritance and education 

revealed a transnational character who defied cultural borders: 

 

Lincoln was a true American; but who can say from what ancient times and 

distant lands came the ideas that guided him and the hopes that inspired him? 

America gave him opportunity, the Old World gave him an inheritance so great 
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that the human mind can scarcely measure it. Of nearly all Americans, as of 

Lincoln, it may be said: “The Old World is their motherland and teacher.”584 

 

This image of a European Lincoln summarized the main argument of the book. The Old 

World, according to the authors, had offered its peoples, its languages, its models, and its 

civilization to the New.585 Overall, those who had crossed the Atlantic were equipped with 

historical depth, identity, culture. Because of that they all felt a strong sense of continuity 

with their motherlands. In the New World they found what they had sorely missed in their 

respective countries: an opportunity to take all these positive elements of European 

inheritance and to transform them into something greater for themselves and for the world. 

As the authors framed it: “That nation is greatest which gathers the best of all times and all 

countries, improves upon its heritage, and makes the noblest use of its powers and talents at 

home and abroad.”586 This was a characteristically Beardian argument that can be found in 

almost all of his writings —even in those which were accused of being isolationist.  

It is not surprising that the authors felt compelled to stress the importance of European 

civilization. As historians, they were aware of the powerful grasp of European imperialism 

and of its potential to transform the world in its own image. They knew that the expansion of 

European powers to every corner of the globe, from the American shores to the lands of the 

Orient, Australia and Africa, led to the Europeanization of the world: “Wherever we go on 

the broad surface of the globe, we meet Europeans and see the sings of the world. The 

geography of Europe has remained the same…But the civilization of Europe has spread over 

the world...The European background of American history has become a world 
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background.”587 As most elements of European culture were worth praising, the authors 

accepted as enhancing the European influence on America and welcomed the spread of 

European civilization throughout the globe. Bagley and Beard’s understanding of the world 

was basically Eurocentric. 

This raises the question how the authors perceived the position of the United States in a 

world dominated by Europeans. Was the United States only a passive recipient of influences 

from the Old World? For Bagley and Beard, the United States had an important role to play 

within this interconnected world. It was constantly growing in power and influence and it had 

the potential to become a key player in world affairs. “Great is the debt of Americans to the 

old yet ever changing Europe;” they underlined, “but we must not forget that there is another 

side to the story. From the day that Captain John Smith set foot on the shores of Virginia to 

the day that General John Pershing set foot on the shores of France, there was not an hour in 

which European statesmen did not have to reckon with America.”588 It is interesting that the 

authors attempted here to soften the term “Old Europe” by adding the element of Europe’s 

permanent change. Europe, in their mind, was old but not static. There was always the 

possibility of change, and, subsequently, of renewal. Through constant cultural exchanges 

Europe would be able to remain in touch with America, the newest part of its own history. In 

this way, the reciprocal influences would regenerate the Old World and keep the United 

States within the world civilization which was still dominated by Europe. 

As in most of Beard’s writings, Our Old World Background stressed the idea that the 

rise of the United States was not an isolated event. In order to become powerful, and to some 

level exceptional, the country had to remain in contact with the Old World. The book 

suggested that by modifying elements of its European heritage, the United States had 
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managed to influence its mother continent in a positive way. First of all, the United States had 

offered to the countries beyond the Atlantic a new system of government. Secondly, the 

United States was in a position, after the War, to invest in Europe. The rising economic 

interconnectedness also meant that problems in the European economy could harm American 

interests. As the authors stressed, “in peace, as in war, it was seen that the state of affairs in 

Europe was a matter of concern to America. Once again it was made clear that America does 

not live to herself alone.”589 Thirdly, from the time of its birth, the United States had 

challenged European intellectuals to travel to the New World and reflect on the new 

conditions of America. As a result, thinkers such as Alexis de Tocqueville and Harriet 

Martineau attempted the equivalent of a grand tour in the United States and reflected upon 

their experiences in their work. Apart from well-known authors and intellectuals, ordinary 

men and women also came to work and live in America and this had important impact on 

their homelands. They sent letters back home and they talked about their new country when 

they returned home to visit their relatives back home. “In this way,” the authors underlined, 

“they put American ideas into European heads…Europe became a different Europe on 

account of America.”590 Europeans, at last, felt the impact of American culture. 

The authors described the rise of the United States as a cultural force. For the most part 

of the country’s existence Americans could only tell their own story with references to their 

European past. Bagley and Beard concluded that this had offered their countrymen a sense of 

belonging and historical depth. They were, however, rather pleased by the fact that the time 

had now come for Europeans to describe their own world by taking into account the Western 

hemisphere. While discussing the Washington Naval Conference of 1922, the first 

international conference held in the United States, the authors stated that it was clear “how 

deeply America was involved in world affairs.” The conference proved the importance of the 
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United States to European countries who sent delegations to Washington, and showed that 

“hereafter, other countries will write an American background to their history.”591 Without 

minimizing the importance of Europe, the authors emphasized that the United States was now 

in a position to exert considerable influence. Both continents were supposed to be influential 

if a true (western) world community was to exist and the rise of the United States signified a 

balance of power in world affairs which was going to lead to equal partnership and lack of 

American subordination to Europe. This is how the authors emphasized the importance of 

their own country without expressing any kind of scorn toward the Old World. Their vision 

was truly cosmopolitan. 

The outcome of Beard and Bagley’s effort was that, at last, American schoolchildren 

could hold a book of transnational history which revealed how the European past led to the 

American future without any break in continuity between the two worlds. It was 

communication, mutual and conflicted interests, and contact that had given the United States 

its dominant position, not any kind of idealistic creed of isolationism. In effect, the authors 

participated in the cultivation of a liberal cosmopolitan spirit in a new generation of 

Americans. The adoption of internationalism as a creed in the United States after the Second 

World War should not obscure the fact that a liberal tradition of cosmopolitanism was already 

strong in the country throughout the Progressive Era.592 
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America as European Destiny 

 

Our Old World Background was not the only book that Beard published in 1922. Cross 

Currents in Europe Today was a study of Europe during and after the First World War. In 

this book, Beard tried to understand the forces that led to the global conflict. In comparison to 

Our Old World Background, this book was mostly — but not exclusively — a study of 

foreign policy. Cross Currents was directly influenced by Beard’s trip to Europe in 1921. 

According to Nore, Beard went to Europe because he “was impelled by curiosity to see with 

his own eyes the impact of his generation’s greatest tragedy.”593 Apart from having the 

possibility to see the consequences of war in England, Italy and France by himself, Beard 

also purchased a considerable number of books, “mostly French and German editions of 

documents from the secret diplomatic archives of the Czars that had been captured and 

released by the Bolsheviks.”594 Upon returning in the United States, he gave eight lectures at 

Dartmouth College in 1921. These lectures became the chapters of the book Cross Currents.  

The diplomatic archives were essential for the evolution of Beard’s thought about 

foreign affairs. According to Joseph Freeman, a socialist writer who was Beard’s friend and 

student at Columbia, “throughout 1916, Professor Beard urged America’s entry into the war. 

He warned us in class that Germany was a danger to civilization.”595 But in 1922, under the 

influence of archival research that revealed the machinations that took place in the diplomatic 

chambers of the allies, Beard’s perceptions had changed and he put the blame for the 

outbreak of the war on both sides.596  
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This book has been largely seen as Beard’s first attempt to articulate an argument for 

isolationism — and, subsequently, as a first step to remove himself from internationalism.597 

It is true that in this work Beard argued that it would be beneficial for the United States not to 

interfere in the affairs of Europe. It is nevertheless telling that this work was published in the 

same year that Our Old World Background was — a book that supported the idea of 

internationalism. Moreover, despite its seemingly isolationist approach, Cross Currents was a 

detailed study of European affairs. Its author was deeply interested in the situation of the 

world beyond the Atlantic. Overall, the book reflects the ambivalence of Beard’s position: he 

was caught between his isolationist advice, which focused on foreign policy, and his 

insistence on world history and world unity. This makes Cross Currents an interesting book 

in Beard’s canon in that it offers a clear view of his assessment of Europe and his perceptions 

of trans-Atlantic relations. 

Cross Currents, too, begins with a reaffirmation of Beard’s belief in the unity of 

history. Although the first chapter focuses on Franco-Russian relations before the War, based 

on Beard’s findings in the diplomatic archives, its first pages can be seen as a statement on 

the condition of trans-Atlantic relations: “The study of European affairs is no academic 

exercise for Americans,” Beard writes at the very beginning: “It runs to the roots of our 

national destiny.” By placing Europe at the center of America’s destiny, Beard stresses the 

importance of transatlantic unity. His own interest in Europe and his permanent on the 

importance of transatlantic connections reveals how crucial this idea was to the understanding 

of his own identity as an American. 598 
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During the dramatic period before the book was published the international situation 

had become more complicated and the role of the Unites States within the complex system of 

international relations had become more challenging. The First World War forced the country 

to participate in a war effort beyond the Atlantic and the role of the United States in the post-

war international order prompted fierce debates among Americans. It was this environment 

that compelled Beard to direct the attention of his fellow citizens toward the international 

arena. In powerful prose he wrote that “there is now a web of international relations — trade, 

finance, and intercourse — so fine in mesh and so tough in fibre that no sword can cut it. The 

East and the West have met and they are one. The world is an economic unit and the United 

States is being woven into the very fabric of that unit.”599 This was a powerful acceptance of 

both internationalism and globalization, exemplary of Beard’s intention to fully accept 

reality. 

According to Thomas Kennedy, the aforementioned idea of interconnectedness “was 

reminiscent of an idea first entertained in an important sense when he was in England and 

accepted almost as an article of faith during his first decade at Columbia University.”600 It led 

Beard to travel to Europe in order to explore the post-war situation: the notion that 

scholarship cannot remain isolated within a national context because the very world that 

scholars attempt to understand is interlinked.  

Nonetheless, he was not necessarily pleased by what he discovered this time. Before the 

release of the secret archives, he argued, “we had lived in the mists of official propaganda.” 

But soon the warring governments decided to release secret diplomatic archives to “prove the 

guilt of the enemy and the innocence of the publisher.” Yet, what these revelations eventually 

proved, Beard thought, was the cunning machinations of European diplomats. Diplomacy 
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was “the danger point of democracy” because very few people had access to its secrets and, 

therefore,  Beard believed that this had to change. Americans had the right to know what had 

happened in the diplomatic chambers of Europe before and during the Great War. And they 

had to know because “the gentlemen who sit around the council tables of Europe help to 

determine our fate as well as their own.”601 Once again, he stressed that Americans had to 

remain well-informed about the Old World. What happened on the one side of the Atlantic 

had a direct impact on the other. 

What troubled Beard was the extent of the secrecy observed by European diplomats 

before the War. “Out of the millions that went forth to die, out of the millions that stayed at 

home to suffer and bear burdens, only a handful — a score or more — knew by what process 

the terrible dénouement had been brought to pass.” Secret diplomacy, Beard concluded, 

should become a thing of the past and if the world wanted to minimize the chance of another 

outbreak of international conflict, it had to accept a more democratic world order based on an 

enlightened public opinion. And here it was that Beard hinted at the possibility of a different 

path for the United States: “Europe may live forever, if it so chooses, under the shadow of 

diplomatic delusion and deception, but it is not necessary, certainly it is not expedient, that 

America should do so.”602 Nevertheless, this call for caution in the political relations with 

Europe was not a call for cultural isolation. More importantly, it was not nationalistic in its 

essence. 

In reality, Beard was troubled by the rising power of nationalism. Although his later 

works branded him as nationalist, in 1922 he felt uncomfortable with the intensity with which 

people were seduced by this concept. His main objection was that by unifying people upon a 

set of mental constructions, nationalism obscured the economic basis of society —which was 
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something that all the nations shared, a real factor that united peoples across nations. 

“Nationalism,” he wrote “has wrought a havoc in the economic texture of Europe which can 

only be repaired in the course of many years...It means unity and self-government for peoples 

akin in race and language and occupying a given geographical area…It creates states without 

taking into account the material basis necessary for the life of the inhabitant.”603 Nationalism 

ran contrary to Beard’s convictions about the fundamental foundations of societies. It 

neglected what really mattered in social relations and in relations among nations, which 

formed the economic basis of politics. Nevertheless, Beard also believed that in the long run 

nationalism was a self-defeating concept as “every one of the independent nations, recently 

created on the principle of abstract nationalism has discovered its economic limitations and 

showed a remarkable will to violate the principle of nationalism in efforts to get coal and 

other resources at the expense of its neighbors.” He hoped that frictions that disrupt economic 

prosperity and international intercourse would at some point end. 604  

Thus, Beard anticipated the powerful forces behind the battle surrounding the principle 

of nationalism in the years to come. For Beard, imperialism was one of these obvious forces 

as it was clear to him that its transnational character was a blow to the idea of self-sovereign 

states. He was critical of imperialism but he could see that it made the notion of nationalism 

obsolete. He was also aware of the challenge that international institutions, globalization, and 

socialism had posed to the idea of nationalism. In this respect, Beard anticipated later studies 

which branded the notion of sovereignty as “organized hypocrisy.”605 His message was not 

that nationalism was nonexistent but that it had always coexisted with internationalism. 
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All in all, Beard’s mood in Cross Currents was rather grim. According to Ellen Nore, 

“evolution, modern science, technology, and, above all, people’s supreme ability to use their 

reasonable faculties had been the touchstones of Beard’s credo. Now his vision was more 

complex…There were dangerous crosscurrents in the stream of progress that was history.”606 

Yet, despite the difficult situation of Europe, hope was not completely lost. The idea of 

progress was not abandoned. The positive aspects of post-war Europe could be found in the 

fall of thrones and aristocracies and in the rise of labor. For Beard, the emergence of 

Constitutions in Europe after the War showed that the conservative doctrines of the Old 

World were crumbling: “If constitutions represent accomplished facts, then divine right and 

privileged classes are dead in Europe…for vast masses of Europe, kings and ruling 

aristocracies are symbols of a régime that has passed away.607 Beard realized that the War 

accomplished for Europe what the American Revolution had achieved (at least theoretically) 

for the United States: destruction of privileges and at least a minimum of equality before the 

law. 

Beard discovered a crucial paradigm shift in world history by comparing the European 

constitutions that appeared after the French Revolution with those drafted after the First 

World War. The comparison allowed him a kind of restricted optimism. Until the end of the 

War, he wrote, “the written constitutions of Europe were founded on the classic model 

shaped by the authors of the Declaration of the Rights of Man…Judging by the written word 

of the constitutions the world still stood in the year 1789.”608 The model Beard was referring 

to was that of laissez-faire. He discovered that, throughout the period between the French 

Revolution and the First World War, most nations were organized upon the idea that citizens 
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had obligations toward their respective states. But the states did not have obligations toward 

their citizens.  

1918 marked the end of almost a century of laissez-faire domination. Under socialistic 

influences and tendencies, which had been promoted by the Russian Revolution of 1917, the 

new constitutions “show marked traces of the socialist concept of society.”609 For Beard, who 

was still attached to his early socialistic ideas, this was a positive outcome. His optimism was 

restrained, however, because he also wondered whether there was going to be a final rest in 

the political question of mankind. His studies on Europe led him to note that “the pendulum 

in the great clock tower of time swings forever forward and back between liberty and 

obligation; between the individual and the state. Perhaps it will never come to rest.”610 

Nevertheless, socialism was an idea in which he believed. He believed in socialism because it 

was a transnational concept which promoted progress throughout the world and confronted 

the conservative notion of nationalism. 

Beard’s acceptance of socialism was most obvious in his discussion of the Russian 

Revolution, which he considered one of the groundbreaking events of modern history. 

Americans had much to learn by studying the new Soviet state. Once again, Beard was asking 

from his readers to turn their attention toward the Old World. This time not in the direction of 

industrial England but toward the revolutionary country which, a few years ago, had deposed 

the last czar. He considered the Soviet Union’s “open renunciation of imperialism and the 

revelations of the old diplomatic methods” as two of the greatest historic events of his own 

times.611 Beard considered the outcome of the Revolution a great step for the establishment of 

a more well-organized international order.  
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The most crucial aspect in this part of his book is, again, his willingness to stress the 

connections between Europe and the United States. In his mind the Soviet Union a cultural 

example which his country had to study, comparable to his advocacy of England, France, and 

antiquity in his previous works. At the same time he stressed that Americans had to refrain 

from adopting everything European. Communism, for example, “did not call forth the 

productive energies of the Russian people.”612 He wished for his country to keep the positive 

elements of the Soviet experience and reject its negative ones.  

As a middle-class Progressive reformer, Beard hoped that a middle way could be found 

between the conflicting forces of Soviet communism and western capitalism. More 

specifically, he argued that the Soviets themselves were close to choosing this middle way.613 

If the failure of communism was based on the fact that its exponents neglected reality, then 

only one remedy existed for the children of Marx: to be taught by reality. Socialists, he wrote, 

“know by experience that the red flag may proudly wave over a starving population and all 

power does not proceed from occupants of swivel chairs in government buildings.”614 Beard 

argued that in their effort to overcome their ideological disappointments, socialists and 

communists were beginning to adapt their utopian goals to reality. In this endeavor they 

paradoxically “had to turn to capitalist rather than to socialist literature for guidance. They 

laid Marx on the shelf and took a course in the Taylor system of efficiency management.”615 

Beard consciously tried to link the American with the Soviet experience: by arguing that 

Soviets and socialists could accept basic tenets of American Progressivism (namely efficient 

management and methods of production) he was able to bring them closer to the political 

taste of the average American. He tried to find a point where reform-minded Americans and 
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moderate socialists could meet. This was more than wishful thinking. For a short time, during 

the decade that his book was published, what he described was almost reality. As Warren 

Susman underlines,  

 

It was not at all unusual during the 1920s to find in factories in the U.S.S.R., 

hanging side by side as portraits of the two men who had “revolutionized” the 

twentieth century, pictures of Lenin and Henry Ford. Without worrying about 

ideological consequences or the danger of foreign ideas, the Soviets could admire 

the genius of Ford and his contribution to the technological developments that 

transformed the industrial order. American engineers reciprocated: many 

returning from visits to Soviet factories during the 1920s and 1930s were 

enthusiastic about Soviet industrialization and industrial organization and 

progress...616 

 

Beard’s argumentation in Cross Currents reveals once more his transnational approach. In 

Our Old World Background, he stressed continuity between the centuries old history of 

Europe and the history of the United States. In this book, he underlined connections between 

American progressives and European socialists. Beard was disappointed by the leadership of 

European countries because, as the secret archives, mentioned earlier, revealed, they had 

betrayed his hope in progress. Yes, he was still struggling to find points of transatlantic 

connection. Communication could be established between the world of capitalism 

(represented by the United States) and the world of socialism (represented by the Soviet 

Union, which embodied the most alien image of the Old World for Americans), Beard 
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argued, if only both sides abandoned their extreme ideological positions and accepted a 

progressive stance of reform and efficiency. In the end, he believed, laissez-faire and 

communism would step aside in order to allow the appearance of a middle way — what he 

had in mind was a more leftist version of American progressivism and European social 

democracy. Overall, the arguments of the two books were not fundamentally different. In 

both, Beard was able to discover connections and continuities, bridges that held together two 

worlds that seemed antithetical. 

 

 

Receptive Cosmopolitanism 

 

In general, Beard’s fundamental argument was that the United States should be receptive to 

European influences. Then, selectively, the country should keep all the European elements 

which were essential to progress and reject all those elements of the Old World which could 

endanger the position of the United States as the leader of progress. In essence, he wanted to 

see the United States become a dominant reference culture — a City upon a Hill for all the 

world to see. Yet, his vision was cosmopolitan. He rejected chauvinistic expressions of 

exceptionalism while also proposing an exceptionalism which could be based on continuity 

with Europe. Beard did not believe that his country was inherently superior to Europe; he 

argued that a superior position could only be achieved by accepting the best European ideas 

and by working hard in order to improve them. 

 Beard was not the only American to adhere to such a cosmopolitan vision of 

exceptionalism. Throughout the Progressive Era a group of cultural cosmopolitans and 

intellectuals fought hard against nativist and chauvinistic versions of Americanism. They 



 275 

 

worked mostly on the issue of immigration —which was a contested subject during the first 

decades of the twentieth century when great numbers of people from South and East Europe 

were arriving to the United States. Their main target was the idea of the melting-pot, the 

notion that European immigrants had to assimilate within the Anglo-Saxon dominant culture. 

“Cultural pluralism,” Gerald Meyer argues, “countered the Americanization program and its 

melting pot theory by rejecting all efforts to coerce cultural minorities to assimilate.”617 In 

essence, these thinkers claimed that it would be beneficial to America to allow immigrants to 

retain the best elements of their own cultures and traditions. The resulting pluralism, they 

thought, was going to contribute to the betterment of the American condition. The imposition 

of an Anglo-Saxon, and essentially English, culture upon the new immigrants was going to 

endanger a fundamental American idea: that of freedom. This notion was almost identical to 

Beard’s belief that American exceptionalism could only be possible by keeping the 

connections with the Old World alive, by retaining the positive aspects and rejecting the 

negative aspects of Europe. Although in the past he had tended to favor the English element 

of American culture, he was, in general, receptive to the diversity of European influences.618 

In 1915, a few years before Beard wrote the books that this chapter explores, 

American philosopher Horace Kallen published in The Nation an article entitled Democracy 

Versus the Melting Pot. Kallen, who studied at Harvard and became the first Jew to teach at 

Princeton, is credited with coining the term cultural pluralism.619 In this article, which refuted 

ideas of eugenicists such as Edward Ross, he wrote that “‘American civilization’ may come 
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to mean the perfection of the cooperative harmonies of ‘European civilization,’ the waste, the 

squalor, and the distress of Europe being eliminated — a multiplicity in a unity, an 

orchestration of mankind.”620 This is a notion that pervades Beard’s writings. In fact, they 

knew each other as they were both founding members of the New School of Social Research. 

It is not surprising that Kallen wrote a memorial of Beard in 1951 in which he praised the 

deceased historian.621 They were both cosmopolitans who considered the destruction of 

cultural bridges with Europe as catastrophic for American identity.  

Randolph Bourne, another Progressive intellectual who contributed to influential 

journals such as The New Republic, the Atlantic Monthly and The Seven Arts, was among the 

first American to use the term transnationalism. Published in 1915, his article “Transnational 

America” was a defense of pluralism and an attack on anti-immigration. Bourne wished to 

discard the perception of America as an Anglo-Saxon nation and hoped it would be replaced 

by the concept of a transnational nation. In his own words: “But the attempt to weave a 

wholly novel international nation out of our chaotic America will liberate and harmonize the 

creative power of all these peoples and give them the new spiritual citizenship, as so many 

individuals have already been given, of a world.”622 Like Beard, Bourne also wished to see 

the formation of a world state, i.e. a pluralistic state in which no identity would be able to 

dominate. Bourne’s ideal, according to Louis Menand, “was not Americanism; it was an 

international cosmopolitanism which America might lead by example.”623 Bourne’s vision 

was rather similar to that of Beard —something that is not completely accidental, especially 

                                           
620 Horace M. Kallen, “Democracy Versus the Melting Pot: A Study of American Nationality,” The 

Nation 100, no. 2590 (Feb. 25, 1915): 220. Note that Edward Ross was also a Progressive. The issue 

of immigration was divisive and shows that the Progressive movement had a cosmopolitan and a 

conservative wing. Both Progressive presidents, Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson, wanted 

immigrants to get assimilated within the dominant culture. 
621 Horace M. Kallen, “In Remembrance of Charles Beard, Philosopher-Historian,” Social Research 

18, no.2 (June 1951): 243-249. 
622 Randolph S. Bourne, “Trans-National America,” Atlantic Monthly, 108 (1916): 96. 
623 Menand, The Metaphysical Club, 403. 
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if we take into account the fact that Bourne had been Beard’s student. Beard had recognized 

Bourne’s talent, judging from the fact that he suggested that Herbert Croly hire him for The 

New Republic.624 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

During the first decades of the twentieth century, Europe was still a point of reference for 

many Americans. Charles Beard was among the most prominent Progressives who insisted 

on the importance of a continuing relation between America and Europe. Although the 

diplomatic practices of European countries depressed him and made him think that a solid 

political and military cooperation with Europe was not viable, he had no reservations 

regarding cultural exchanges. He saw Europe as a continent in flux instead of a static and 

degenerate Old World. It was a place where contested ideologies and forces were battling 

each other. On these ideological battlegrounds many positive ideas were born, which were 

unable to materialize on the old continent. It was America’s responsibility, Beard argued, to 

remain close to Europe, pick up the positive ideas and lead them to fruition in the New 

World. In such a way, the United States could indeed become a really modern and forward-

looking country which could lead Europe by example: a truly transnational nation in the 

vanguard of a cosmopolitan world. 

The disillusionment that the Progressive movement experienced after the First World 

War did not change Beard’s transatlantic mentality. Although it made him cautious enough to 

                                           
624 See Charles Forcey, The Crossroads of Liberalism: Croly, Weyl, Lippmann, and the Progressive 

Era (New York: Oxford University Press, 1961), 182 and Iris Dorreboom, The Challenge of Our 

Time: Woodrow Wilson, Herbert Croly, Randolph Bourne and the Making of Modern America 

(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1991), 148. 
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avoid any support of his country’s military entanglements with Europe in the future, Beard 

remained a convinced supporter of the concept of the western world. The only thing that 

changed was his increasing belief in the idea that Europe could only be saved by welcoming 

American suggestions regarding the betterment of its political condition.  

 In the works he wrote between The Economic Interpretation and The Rise of 

American Civilization, Beard kept emphasizing the importance of European affairs for 

Americans. His own interest in the developments beyond the Atlantic shows the attitude that 

he himself expected from his fellow Americans. In a world full of challenges and rapid 

changes, Beard argued for active cosmopolitanism. Without a deep interest in world affairs, 

Americans were going to be unable to retain the powerful position in which they found 

themselves after the War. Beard was becoming certain that the United States had an 

important role to play in world affairs as it was establishing its own, unique civilization. A 

civilization which was, nevertheless, based on a rich European past and depended upon a 

troubled European present. Americans had to learn from the past and work together with 

Europeans in order to achieve a common future for the western world. 
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Chapter 6: American Civilization: Unique and Connected 

 

The works that Charles Beard co-authored with his wife, Mary Ritter Beard, are considered 

landmarks in American historiography.625 Susman stresses that 1927, when the first volumes 

were published, was a turning point for a new official American history. He emphasized that 

The Rise of American Civilization, “not only provided the public with the fullest picture and 

historical definition of America as a civilization to date, but also insisted in the preface…that 

a history of civilization could become, if properly conceived, an instrument of civilization 

itself!”626 Hofstadter terms it the best history of the United States at that point and states that 

it was “received with all but universal enthusiasm, enjoyed splendid sales, and did more than 

any other such book of the twentieth century to define American history for the reading 

public.”627 By the time the last volume was published, in 1942, the authors had created an 

impressive narrative of the development of the United States which covered not only 

political, economic, and cultural developments, but a vast field of intellectual history as well. 

It was, as Noble argues, “the most powerful and popular synthesis of American history since 

that of Bancroft.”628 

 The Rise of American Civilization is also considered a turning point in Beard’s 

perceptions of Europe. Most historians agree that Beard, who in the past had supported the 

idea of internationalism and had aspired to a global industrial collective society, eventually 

embraced the concept of nation. Disheartened by the outcome of the Great War and the 

                                           
625 The volumes of The Rise of American Civilization were co-authored by Charles and Mary Beard. 

Mary’s contribution was important as she wrote most of the parts that were related to cultural issues 

and discussions of women’s role in American civilization. In the present chapter, the author will keep 

referring to Charles Beard alone as this is a dissertation about his perceptions of Europe. This happens 

only for clarity. The author considers that the credit for this classic of American historiography should 

be given equally to both authors. 
626 Susman, Culture as History, 118 and 38. 
627 Hofstadter, The Progressive Historians, 299. 
628 David W. Noble, Death of a Nation, 24. 
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inability of European governments to achieve the progress he had envisioned, Beard turned to 

his own country for solutions. Historians like Noble and Nore have explored the Beard’s 

transformation from an internationalist to a nationalist. Yet, at the same time, the same 

historians who branded the later Beard a nationalist, have also noted the extent to which 

Beard kept referring to Europe in the final phase of his career. The internationalist Beard who 

wrote The Industrial Revolution often surfaces in The Rise of American Civilization. This 

inconsistency in Beard’s thinking is revealing. Did he indeed become a nationalist by 

completely throwing away almost half of his career’s work? Or is there a subtler way to 

understand Beard’s later writings by accepting his turn toward isolationism without 

discarding his past passionate internationalism? This chapter will reconcile the two Beards by 

using the concept of reference cultures. Initially, it will be profitable to examine the 

arguments that have yielded two separate Beards, an early internationalist and a later 

nationalist, tease out the complexity that these arguments present when it comes to an 

examination of Beard’s perceptions of Europe, and, then, to reconcile the various sides of his 

work into the arc of his persistently transatlantic persuasion. 

 

 

Nationalism and Imperialism 

 

In one of the most important studies about Charles Beard, David Noble argues that Beard’s 

fundamental goal, throughout his life, was to figure out how mankind could escape the chaos 

of capitalism. During the first period of his career Beard believed that an industrial 

collectivist society, based on the ideas of the Enlightenment, such as rationality and the 



 281 

 

scientific method, was going to replace the chaos of laissez-faire worldwide.629 However 

international capitalism had managed to block the path of progress by instigating the First 

World War. The disappointments resulting from this dangerous adventure changed Beard’s 

outlook. As he felt betrayed by the inability of European governments to block the descent 

into chaos, he turned into a nationalist. While in his early works Beard had rejected the idea 

of the nation, he came to believe, as Noble writes, that “nationalism was the fundamental 

reality of human history” and that “every nation was virtuous in its own way.”630 Following 

this change of attitude, Beard became an advocate of isolationism. In the same spirit, Nore 

argues that Beard eventually concluded that “imperialism and war had meant the decline of 

many rising civilizations, and Americans uniqueness would be preserved to the extent that the 

people rejected these avenues in favor of redistributing the national wealth at home.”631 It 

seems that Beard ended up confusing imperialism and war with internationalism. As an 

outcome, and in comparison to his earlier stance, Beard concluded that the lack of warfare in 

North America proved American exceptionalism; therefore, Americans had to embrace and 

safeguard their uniqueness in order to escape from the destruction that had ravaged Europe. 

 Yet, despite Beard’s nationalistic turn, the idea of Europe as a point of reference did 

not disappear from his work. As Noble  notes “the Beards, in The Rise of American 

Civilization, by rejecting the idea that there were transnational stages of human history, were 

able to write a national romance in which an urban-industrial landscape coming from Europe 

did blend with the national landscape.”632 Noble’s comment is, in a way, self-contradictory as 

the blending of American and European elements retains an element of transnationalism in 

The Rise, despite the book’s focus on the American nation. Essentially, Beard’s late rejection 

of transnationalism did not translate into the refutation of Europe. After all, Beard remained 

                                           
629 Noble, The End of American History, 29. 
630 Noble, The End of American History, 46. 
631 Nore, Charles A. Beard, 126. 
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convinced that Europe’s urban-industrial landscape would affect the New World. He did not 

refute this reality despite the fact that his stance toward this development gradually change 

from a positive to a negative one. As Nore notices, the Beards emphasized the uniqueness of 

the United States in The Rise and that “behind the Beards’ eyes were scenes of Europe.”633 

This statement agrees with Hofstadter’s argument that the book was filled with “occasional 

classical allusions or comparisons —the United States drawn against the background of 

Greece, Rome, Egypt, the Muslim world, an Ozymandias-aroma of dead empires.”634 It 

seems that even when Beard wanted to escape from the Old World, he still could not ignore 

the overwhelming power of Europe as a dominant cultural force. In the end, The Rise is an 

impressive work of American national history. It is clear, however, that the achievement was 

only possible by the constant use of Old World references throughout of the book. 

 In order to make sense of the blend of nationalism and internationalism that appears in 

Beard’s later work, it is important to remember Kennedy’s study. Kennedy, who has offered 

the most solid examination of Beard’s ideas on foreign policy, argues that the division 

between an early internationalist and a late nationalist Beard is not absolute. “My research,” 

he writes, “uncovered a number of pre-1930s roots and expressions of what became Beard’s 

fully matured isolationism. This was especially evident during the 1920s. But Beard held 

some beliefs and assumptions prior to World War I that would reappear in, and were 

consistent with, his isolationist works of the 1930s and after.”635  

Kennedy’s conclusion is correct. There are, indeed, elements of isolationism in 

Beard’s earlier internationalist writings, something that shows the complexity of his thought. 

Yet, the exact reverse is also true. The reader can also trace many elements of Beard’s early 

transnationalism in his later works. The recognition of this fact softens the division between 

                                           
633 Nore, Charles A. Beard, 125. 
634 Hofstadter, The Progressive Historians, 300. 
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the earlier and later Beard and emphasizes the elaborate ways in in which he perceived the 

Atlantic world. 

This chapter will reconcile this internal dichotomy of Beard’s position by using the 

concept of reference cultures. Beard recognized Europe as a dominant cultural force for the 

United States in his early works. This idea did not subside in his later years. As this chapter 

will show, Beard was still viewing Europe as influential for America, because he was 

consistently looking at two different Europes. There was the Europe of Classical antiquity, of 

the Enlightenment, and of the democratic ideas which still were examples to Americans. The 

other was the contemporary decadent Europe which Americans had to abandon. By making 

this distinction, probably subconsciously, Beard was unable to offer a concrete argument for 

isolationism. More specifically, when he argued that the United States should stay away from 

European quarrels he was endorsing isolationism as a guide for foreign policy. At the same 

time, he was unwilling to culturally detach the United States from Europe. In terms of culture 

and history he was certain that his country embodied the legacy of European civilization, and, 

eventually, the fruitful fulfilment of Europe’s dreams and aspirations. This achievement 

could only have meaning if his country was able to retain the positive aspects of European 

civilization and, most importantly, if the American example could be projected back to the 

Old World. 

The idea that the United States should become an example for Europe is a necessary 

element of Beard’s later thought. If he wished for Americans to only worry about their 

country and remain in their own hemisphere, then his anger against Europeans who refuted 

American civilization was inconsistent with his isolationism.636 He did care about what 

Europeans thought of America. In the end, the old idea that America should build upon its 

European heritage in order to enlighten the world, even from a distance, did not disappear 

                                           
636 Beard’s anger against Europeans who rejected Americanism will be discussed later in the chapter. 
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from his work. In this respect, Kennedy is right. There was only one Beard and he was 

permanently perplexed by his need to see the United States as an influential City upon a Hill 

for all the world, especially Europe, and his fear that his present day Europe, troubled by 

hostilities, posed a danger to his country. In Beard’s mind the nationalist and the 

internationalist came to coexist in a fragile balance. The chapter will show how this 

complexity took form in his writings and it will argue that the perception of later Beard as a 

rigid isolationist is not sustained by his writings. 

 

The Transatlantic Foundations of American Civilization 

 

Despite their focus on the American nation the two first volumes of The Rise of American 

Civilization, published in 1927, were based on a complex understanding of American history 

which enabled Beard to underline his country’s European heritage. Although he was 

interested in presenting a coherent account of the American experience in order to prove the 

unique character of American civilization, he did so by placing the United States within the 

context of European history and not outside or above it. By drawing parallels with and 

comparisons to European history, Beard was able to offer historical depth to his country and 

to argue that it was ready to acquire its position within the world of nations. Throughout the 

work, Europe was used as an inevitable reference point which helped Beard to evaluate 

America’s position. At the same time, he expanded his claim by arguing that the United 

States was going to become an influential culture for the rest of the world. 

 To begin with, these two volumes represented the culmination of Beard’s progressive 

thought. His history was still inclusive as he tried to incorporate in his work many aspects of 

American life. “To have achieved with even indifferent success the task of synthesizing the 

political, economic, and cultural elements in our history from the colonial days to the present 
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would have been an accomplishment worthy of praise,” a reviewer wrote, “but to have done 

that work with such mastery of material, such discrimination in judgment, such vigor and 

charm of style…is a contribution to American historiography which can only be fitly 

described as epochal.”637 Part of this inclusive historiographical attitude was Beard’s 

willingness to keep his conversation with Europe alive throughout the pages of The Rise. 

 Noble has argued that Beard abandoned his belief in industrial internationalism 

around the time he wrote The Rise.638 Nevertheless, industrialism per se was still important 

for Beard. After all, it was the cornerstone of American progress. As Nore underlines, Beard 

believed that “the greatest force in the American past had been the great natural wealth of the 

country, while the foremost result of that force had been modern industrial civilization.”639 

Beard had the idea of progress in mind, even if his faith in global regeneration was 

challenged by post-war realities. In this respect, the Beard of The Rise was not that different 

from his earlier self. 

That the economic interpretation still remained the main guiding light in Beard’s mind 

was another link between the internationalist and the nationalist Beard. As such, the work 

perpetuated the anti-exceptionalist attitude of Beard’s earlier book on the Constitution. 

According to many historians, Beard entered a period in which he was gradually abandoning 

economic determinism in favor of historiographical relativism.640 However, in the first two 

volumes, the economic explanation of history was still strong. Events like the protestant 

revolt and the American Civil War were explained in terms of class struggle. According to 

Hofstadter, it was especially the study of the American Civil War as “an inevitable battle of 

rival social classes ending in a transit of power,” which “put American history into the pattern 
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of western European history — we too had our ‘bourgeois revolution.’”641 Hofstadter is 

certain that Beard’ had Europe in mind in his analysis of the Civil War: Beard saw the Civil 

War as “America’s counterpart of the Puritan revolution or the French revolution. 642As long 

as Beard remained faithful to his economic interpretation then he had not completely 

accepted the creed of exceptionalism. He still believed that the American experience was not 

fundamentally different from European history and that economic interests were at the core 

of the foundations of political action οn both sides of the Atlantic. 

Hofstadter does not only emphasize the persistence of economic interpretation in 

Beard’s thought. He also stresses Beard’s stylistic references to Europe: Beard’s style was 

characterized by an “Olympian tone.”643 He used a language, Hofstadter implies, which was 

reminiscent of the great epics of European literature. Nore also hints at the critical role of 

Beard’s European background in The Rise by mentioning a reviewer who wrote in 1927: 

“Instead of describing in any detail housing conditions of the industrial cities, they mention 

the existence of similar conditions in imperial Rome, London, Berlin; when they discuss the 

evils of megalopolitan standardization, they add —it seems to me gratuitously— that similar 

conditions existed in other civilizations.”644 The reviewer stressed the importance of Europe 

in Beard’s thinking by underlining the author’s habit to discuss the United States in the 

context of European civilization and to discover differences and similarities between the two 

worlds. These elements of continuity between Europe and America are suggestive of the 

inclusive historiographical stance of Beard in these two volumes: As a product of progress, 
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the history of the United States was to be studied not only in comparison but also in relation 

to Europe. 

 Already from the very beginning of The Rise, Beard placed the history and destiny of 

America within a European and global context —not only in relation to the Europe of the 

Age of Discovery, as one would expect, but also in relation to ancient cultures and peoples 

credited with founding European civilization.645 Migration of peoples and succession of 

empires, Beard stressed, were important elements in the progressive unfolding of the history 

of mankind as presented in the work of thinkers such as Hegel, Oswald Spengler, and Henry 

Adams, whose thoughts could be traced back to a very basic principle expressed by the Greek 

philosopher Anaximander.646 Beard was still seeing history as a complex of transnational 

contacts, migrations, and communications. In the finale of this progressive epic, he could see 

the United States as a great civilization that had inherited the wisdom of the past and that was 

ready to become a beacon of hope for the world. 

One of the motivating forces that caused this rise and fall was the never-ending search 

for resources. Beard found merit in the German philosopher Werner Sombart who traced the 

engine of imperialism in the “everlasting struggle among human societies over feeding 

places…and over the distribution of the world’s natural resources.” It was the need for 

resources that led to the establishment of trade as a main means of acquiring products from 

distant lands, a process which led to certain power relations: “When the Athenian empire was 

at its height, no fewer than a thousand cities paid tribute to its treasury and a lucrative 

commerce, spread over the Mediterranean, swelled the opulence of its merchants. The age of 

                                           
645 Charles A. Beard and Mary R. Beard, The Rise of American Civilization, Vol. 2 (New York: The 
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Pericles had its price.” This economic foundation was fundamental in the imperial succession 

which included the linked fate of Carthage, Rome, and the Germanic empires which followed 

the fall of the Eternal City. The centuries old struggle for dominance led to the formation of 

the states which were going to pave the way for the discovery and colonization of the New 

World.647 By emphasizing migration as an essential element in human history and by 

connecting the countries which discovered, conquered, and populated the Western 

hemisphere, Beard was connecting his country to Europe and its age old history. 

Beard emphasized the importance of ancient Greeks and their migratory projects and 

linked them to the history of the United States. Domestic unrest in the metropolises, he wrote, 

led them to export the metropolitan image and system to new lands. “The Greeks,” he wrote, 

“went far beyond mere ruling and exploiting; they often peopled colonies with their own 

racial stocks, reproducing the culture of their homeland, and sometimes even improving on 

their inheritance.”648 Underlining the exceptional character of early Greek immigration was 

essential for Beard. Upon this idea he based what he considered to be the relative 

exceptionalism of England which led to the establishment of North American colonies. 

Basically, he linked the history of the United States with that of the migratory ancient Greeks. 

As we have already seen, Beard was prone to favor England, this was already 

apparent from his first book on the Industrial Revolution. There was a permanent 

transnational tendency in his habit to connect the United States with what he considered as 

the most advanced nation of the Old World. By linking the English experience to that of 

ancient Greece, Beard managed to connect the United States with glorious ancient cultures 

which founded what is known as western civilization. As a result, Beard’s tendency to 

discuss the United States in the context of English history gave more historical depth to the 
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American experience. In effect, his effort brought his country even closer to the Old World. 

Like the enterprise of the Greeks, Beard wrote, the English project of exploration in America 

was exceptional: “To this continent the English colonial leaders, like the Greeks in 

expansion, transported their own people, their own economy, and the culture of the classes 

from which they sprang, reproducing in a large measure the civilization of the mother country 

... That achievement is one of the capital facts of world history.”649 

What Beard perceived as the exceptional attitude of England in its imperial enterprise, a 

fruitful repetition of the successful Greek’s migratory expeditions, was essential for him in 

order to connect the American experience with the positive achievements of European 

civilization. Beard thought that what he called “England’s colonial secret” — the rise of a 

powerful middle class, ready to take the civilian risk of colonization — assured that the 

country “in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was a nation engrossed in applying ever-

increasing energies to business enterprise — of which colonization in the New World was 

one branch for the employment of capital and administrative genius.”650 Beard could not 

forget that the United States was essentially a child of Europe.  

 The old Beardian argument which traced the roots of American civilization in 

England is strong in every chapter that deals with the colonial period. Beard repeated it 

forcefully whenever he had the chance: “The culture of the colonial period…was subject to 

the conditions common to all provincial civilizations. In its origins it was derivative: the 

whole conventional heritage, from its noblest ideals to its grossest vulgarities, was European, 

in a strict sense, English.”651 This is a very direct argument about the European origins of 

America. It is surprising that the commentators who described Beard a nationalist during the 
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1920s have failed to grasp how vigorously the author repeated this thesis in the two first 

volumes of his project. 

It is crucial to conclude here that Beard’s fundamental idea was that early American 

culture was by no means exceptional —he saw it as purely a growth of English culture. This 

English heritage, blended with other European elements, was fundamental in the articulation 

of Revolutionary rhetoric as the colonists were preparing themselves for independence: “the 

colonists already had textbooks of revolution in the writings of Englishmen who defended 

and justified the proceedings of the seventeenth century...in such documents arguments for 

the American Revolution were at hand in clear and authoritative English.” This was what 

distinguished the language of the fathers of the American republic from English political 

philosophy: its stronger blending with the centuries-long European intellectual heritage. As 

Beard writes: “They had only to use English rhetoric and precedent in forging their own 

greater argument; but in actual fact they went beyond the rule of thumb, giving to their 

noblest writings some of the gravity of Roman orators, some of the rhythm and cadence of 

Latin poets.652 Beard was eager to emphasize deeper connections with Europe, safely rooted 

into a distant past. Although this is not per se surprising, as the United States was indeed an 

offspring of England, it is impressive how strongly Beard pressed this point. More 

importantly, this attitude contradicted his image as an exponent of American exceptionalism. 

Although he wanted to see the American civilization arriving at an important global position, 

he was not willing to refute America’s European past.  

  As a result, Beard placed the American Revolution within the context of general 

European uprisings. If he was indeed a nationalist, then it is remarkable that he refuted all 

kind of nationalistic explanations which considered the Revolution as “an indignant uprising 

of a virtuous people, who loved orderly and progressive government, against the cruel, 
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unnatural, and unconstitutional acts of King George II.”653 For Beard, the essence of the 

American Revolution was more profound and the collision between the colony and the 

metropolis was based on growing economic disparities. More importantly, the outcome of the 

Revolution did not resolve fundamental issues related to democracy in America. The 

Constitution, the non-exceptional nature of which Beard kept emphasizing, was responsible 

for this. In his mind, the Revolution was left uncompleted —even during the Progressive Era 

democracy was somehow absent. For him, the conflicts of the American Revolution had not 

been totally different from the political battles of his own times. The problems of both 

periods were caused by the economic and social inequality that had already troubled societies 

before the foundations of the American republic. Economic. For a decade after the American 

Revolution, he wrote, 

 

the state legislature was sovereign, and it worked its will in matters of finance, 

currency, debts, trade, and property. Then followed the inevitable reaction in 

which were restored, under the aegis of the Constitution and under American 

leadership, agencies of control and economic policies akin to those formerly 

employed by Great Britain. In a word, the American Revolution was merely one 

phase of a social process that began long before the founding of Jamestown and is 

not yet finished.654  

 

Thus, Beard refuted any kind of exceptionalism during the birth of the American republic. By 

remaining faithful to his early work on the Constitution, he kept alive his belief that the 

American state was not essentially democratic at the time of its birth—which means it was 
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not different from the nations of Europe. American people had to struggle in order to achieve 

democracy, in the same way that many Europeans were struggling against their own 

institutions for their preservation of inequality and special privilege. So, Beard placed the 

birth of the United States within the context of what historians have called the Atlantic 

Revolutions. Although he did not use this term, it seems he realized that the upheaval in the 

United States was part of a general revolutionary movement that swept the Atlantic world in 

order to promote republicanism and the ideals of the Enlightenment.655  

There were more elements in the American foundations which, according to Beard, 

could not be described as exceptional. The Declaration of Independence, for example, was no 

more American than the Constitution. Its “high doctrines” were English and the ideas 

presented in it by Jefferson, especially the notion that people should rebel against 

governments that do not respect the property of its citizens, “was almost a century old when 

Jefferson artfully applied it in a modified form to the exigencies of the American 

Revolution.”656 The Fathers themselves were not especially democratic in their beliefs. 

“Frightened by this specter of democracy,” Beard underlined, “some of the members of the 

convention proposed to restrain the masses by putting property qualifications on the suffrage 

and on high federal officers.”657 “Checks and balances” were merely a tool to control the 

masses. When radicals brought back the specter of rebellion, the Fathers agreed that the 

President could use military force to put them down. “In this way was reestablished in effect 

the old British system of politics, economics, and judicial control —this time grounded on 
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American authority created by an American constitution.”658 Beard had essentially brought 

the birth certificates of the new nation down to earth. These were not holy documents but 

merely emblems of continuity, in a different setting, of old forms of governance. 

 

 

Cultural Connections  

 

After all these examples of continuities between the New and the Old World, one wonders 

whether some arguments in The Rise do point to differences between Europe and the United 

States and whether Beard was a rigid nationalist. Did he point out different characteristics of 

the two sides of the Atlantic? It is true that he described many unique characteristics of the 

United States —after all, continuity between Europe and America does necessarily not mean 

total resemblance. In the end, his was a book on the birth of American civilization. 

Nevertheless, even when he wrote about unique American elements, he tended to relate them 

to parts of European history. He also thought that notwithstanding that element, Americans 

could not free themselves from global realities. And Beard himself could not escape using 

Europe as permanent background for his discussion of the United States. If he really wanted 

to promote isolationism and ask Americans to abandon Europe, he himself had failed in 

doing so. The Old World was dominant in his reflections. 

Beyond the realm of politics, in the sphere of arts, Beard saw similar conditions of both 

exceptionalism and continuity. The fundamental difference in art between Europe and the 

United States, Beard thought, was the differing economic foundations that sustained the 

artists. In the Old World, art was dependent on patrons: “kings, lords, prelates, gentlemen, 

and merchants” who either commissioned or bought the products of artistic intellect. But in 
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America these did not exist, so artists were conditioned on “popular enthusiasm and 

purchasing power.”659  

 However this did not mean that the cultures of the two worlds had been separated. 

Quite the contrary. In the early republic, European influences were still strong. For the 

conservatives who had supported England and monarchy, during the struggle for 

independence, “English writers, classical and contemporary, and English actors and artists” 

were still available.660 The republicans were gazing toward the allied nation of France: “a 

French vogue flourished in America” and “translations of French works poured from 

American presses during the early republican age.”661 Domestic production had to be pleasant 

to the masses of revolutionaries so “most of the creative writers in the realm of imaginative 

letters, during the early republican period, showed a tendency to drift to the Jeffersonian 

left.”662 Whether English (and monarchical) or French (and democratic), the Old World had a 

variety of artistic offers for Americans. 

 Beard saw a continuity in theater too. Theatrical plays in early America promoted the 

republican spirit of the age. Their themes were not uniquely American according to Beard. 

He discovered a strong element of Europeanness in the themes of these early American 

productions. He mentioned Royall Tyler’s The Contrast, a work which portrayed differences 

between Europe and America by criticizing, through comedy, Americans who followed a 

British lifestyle. Europe, as a complex notion which includes different civilizations from 

different ages, appeared occasionally in this play in a different, more positive light. If the then 

present day Britain represented a Europe to be avoided, Beard noted that Tyler’s protagonist 

“celebrated republican simplicity, decried luxury, praised the glories of Greece in her early 
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career when her people knew ‘no other tool than the ax and the saw.’”663 A glorious Europe 

still existed that Americans considered an example for their own republic. 

This republican theme was commonplace in works of the era. Greece and, more 

frequently, Rome, appeared as essential themes in works of literature. This was 

understandable for, as Gordon Wood underlines, the influence of these civilizations during 

the “age of republican revolution” on the eighteenth-century Atlantic world was fundamental: 

“if any one cultural source lay behind the republican revolutions of the eighteenth century, it 

was ancient Rome — republican Rome — and the values that flowed from its history.”664  

However, Beard understood that there were challenges to this tendency, among them 

a conflict between pro-Europeanist and anti-Europeanist artists in the United States. During 

the Jacksonian era, with its “high note of nationalism that reverberated through the literature 

of the period,” several fiction writers decried the imitation of European patterns and called 

for a nationalistic approach.665 It was Emerson, Beard underlined, who asked Americans to 

focus on establishing their own artistic forms and attacked the blind appreciation of European 

patterns. Americans had to understand who they were and only after achieving self-

understanding they should endeavor toward European learning: “It is for want of self-culture 

that the superstition of Travelling, whose idols are Italy, England, Egypt, retains its 

fascination for all educated Americans…Insist on yourself, never imitate.”666 But even then, 

when calls for nationalistic art forms were strong, many American authors “tried their best to 
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fit their strong sinews into the stiff armor of European culture, daring to invite the Old World 

to examine their adaptability to its metal” —for Beard, Longfellow was a good example of 

this tendency.667 Once again, the debate on Europe as an example for America was central to 

Beard’s reading of American art history. 

Authors of theatrical plays during the Jacksonian era kept emphasizing America’s 

exceptional democracy by linking it to its European past. For example Richard Montgomery 

Bird, in his Gladiator, celebrated “the uprising of the slaves of Rome against their masters; 

Pelopidas picturing the revolt of the Thebans against Spartan tyranny and Oralloossa 

representing the Indian rebellion against Spanish conquerors.” Beard noted that the author 

“made abolitionist opinion leap from the tongue of Spartacus.”668  

Overall, what Beard noticed in his discussion of American art was a dilemma 

articulated by Dutch historian Rob Kroes. According to Kroes, the problem that American 

artists faced was that “on the one hand they felt called on to give America a literature all its 

own and to see to the republic’s emancipation from European tutelage in cultural as well as 

political aspects, yet on the other hand their standards of success in this endeavor were still 

the high points of European culture. Thus their cultural nationalism was infused by a sense of 

inferiority towards Europe.”669 It was this feeling that had led many Americans to wish that 

one day their own Shakespeare, or, as Beard had written in the past, their Homer, would 

appear. By setting European standards for themselves, Americans had been unable to search 

for their own cultural standards. There were always European examples to which they felt 

compelled to adapt. It took time them to create their own cultural forms, which, in time, 
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would also influence Europe. Beard had captured this essential intellectual problem of 

American artists which, in the end, was challenging the American notion of exceptionalism. 

By gazing toward Europe in order to measure their own work, American artists engaged 

themselves in a cultural dialogue with the Old World.  

Even in the field of history, many authors turned their attention to foreign countries 

despite the nationalistic tendencies of the Jacksonian era: Washington Irving worked on 

Columbus and the Conquest of Grenada, William Hickling Prescott explored Mexico and 

Peru, while John Lothrop Motley became one the most important English-speaking scholars 

of the Dutch republic. 670 During the Progressive Era, Beard found himself in the same 

position as his predecessors in the profession of American history. Like them, he was 

interested in offering a historiographical narrative to the American nation. Like them, he kept 

gazing at Europe as he could not figure out how to establish an American national narrative 

without referring to the solid foundations that European culture had provided the United 

States. 

Beard considered these powerful examples that revealed the deep connections 

between the European and the American mind. Even at times when calls for separation were 

quite vocal, the cultural link could not be broken. Both worlds observed and, occasionally, 

admired each other. According to one of Beard’s more revealing statements of 

transnationalism: “Thus in the very age when Hegel…saw in America a land of the future, 

some of the finest historical minds in the United States could find their most engaging themes 

only in the storied past of other countries.”671 Intellectuals in both worlds were examining the 

culture beyond the Atlantic ocean, fascination was, in many cases, mutual and, as a result, 

they were bringing the Atlantic world closer. 

                                           
670 Beard and Beard, The Rise 1, 793-794. Motley is mistakenly referred to as James Lothrop Motley 

by Beard. 
671 Beard and Beard, The Rise 1, 794. 



 298 

 

Old World’s heritage, Beard firmly believed, was a great asset to the establishment of 

American civilization. He thought that his country could build on the cultural heritage it 

inherited from Europe in order to surpass the Old World. While he recognized the importance 

of Europe as a cultural example for America, he also expressed certainty about the fact that 

his own country was influencing the Old World. “However heavy were the borrowings of 

America from Europe,” he noted, “her political institutions, social customs, and intellectual 

development arrested the thought of those philosophers of the Old World who were trying to 

cast horoscopes of the future.”672 In short, his position was that the United States would 

eventually reach a certain kind of exceptionalism which was based on the wisdom and 

knowledge inherited from Europe. At the same time, he did not wish for his country to 

remain in isolation when this superior level was achieved. On the contrary, he hoped that, as 

a beacon of hope, the United States would eventually influence Europe. Together, both 

continents, as one Atlantic world, were going to be in the vanguard of progress.  

This conclusion is evident on the final page of the first volume of The Rise: Beard 

discussed European writers who, throughout time, had written about America — writers like 

Tocqueville and Harriet Martineau. These were Europeans eager to explore and understand 

the New World. They went back to their countries in order to disseminate information about 

the United States. The interest of Europe’s intellectual elite in America reinforced the latter’s 

position as a reference culture for the Old World —Beard’s strongest wish. Moreover, he 

thought that these authors did not write about the United States solely in order to explore and 

make sense of this New World beyond the Atlantic: most importantly, they impressed upon 

their studies their interest and belief in Europe. In their works, they explored the American 

experience not only to make sense of America but also to understand their own continent. 

“Tocqueville’s democracy in America mirrored his own political moods and bore a relation 
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to the political currents in which he floated in France. The same was true of Harriet 

Martineau’s volume...she saw clearest those phases of American life most directly tangent to 

the matters she was interested in at home.”673 In his early works, Beard himself had written 

about the Old World in order to comment on issues prevalent in America, such as 

industrialization. What Beard did in the concluding paragraphs of the book was to emphasize 

that both Europeans and Americans could not understand the world without references to 

each other. This was a fitting conclusion to his cosmopolitan reading of American history. 

The extent to which Beard himself needed Europe in order to make sense of America 

is remarkable, as Europe is frequently mentioned as a point of reference in the book. At the 

same time, he compared the great Americans to figures of the Old World. Andrew Jackson 

was America’s “Sir Galahad,” who, after the election of 1832 “returned to the White House 

like a Roman conqueror with his victims at his chariot,” General William Henry Harrison 

“was no...Napoleon,” while slavery “formed the foundation of...the civilizations of Babylon, 

Persia, Egypt, Greece, and Rome.”674 If Tocqueville and Martineau’s writings proved “the 

unity of all history,” as Beard suggested, then the same applied to his very own work.675 

This pattern of exploring America through comparisons and parallels with Europe did 

not change in the second volume of The Rise, subtitled The Industrial Era. Europe remained 

a strong paradigm in the study of the period from the Civil War to Beard’s own Progressive 

Era. One of the main events that Beard described in this volume was the rise of business 
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enterprise, an outcome of the industrialization process which was intensified during and after 

the Civil War. 

Beard noted that capitalism, or at least some form of capitalism, had already existed 

from an early point in human history.676 In this way, he connected America’s present day 

challenges to those of past civilizations. Capital was an important element in the United 

States, of course, and business enterprise had been a crucial factor in the formation of 

American society from the Civil War onwards. Beard attributed great importance to this fact. 

Already in the introduction of The Rise, he had linked cultural achievements with dynamic 

and strong business initiatives: “Business enterprise,” he wrote, “has been built upon a 

heritage of civilization, and its directors are likely to be civilized just in proportion as they 

understand the history of their heritage without which they would be as economic 

infants…They are in their turn the makers of civilization…”677 Culture and economy were 

interlinked according to Beard, and this relation had been present throughout human history. 

More importantly, he discarded the notion that American businessmen exemplified some 

exceptional qualities which made them superior to their counterparts in the long history of the 

Old World. Beard studied American cultural productivity within a European framework and 

he did the same in his study of the American magnates and business barons. Even the 

occasionally suspicious relations between politicians and businessmen which led to the rise of 

muckraking in Progressive Era America was not something completely new: The Roman 

state, he mentioned, used to give big projects such as “highways, aqueducts, and public 

buildings” to “companies of promoters headed by the Morgans, Vanderbilts, and Goulds of 
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that period,” while Cicero “loved lavish living and was always borrowing from the money 

lenders.”678  

Although the excessive amount of wealth that capitalists amassed during the period of 

American industrialization made the American case unique, according to Beard, this 

uniqueness was based on developments that had occurred on European soil —in Beard’s 

favorite England: “When again a new epoch was opened by mechanical inventions, when 

Arkwright, Crompton, Watt, and Stephenson turned the medieval civilization upside down, 

the business man rose to heights undreamed by his predecessors.”679  

It was material abundance, Beard believed, that led Americans barons to rise to an 

exceptional wealthy status. In general terms, American magnates were not different in nature 

from their historic predecessors who had ruled Europe for centuries:  

 

In one deep-rooted instinct, the plutocrats of all lands were alike, resembling for 

that matter potentates in church and state of every age and civilization: they loved 

color, glitter, pomp, and display…These were emotions as old as the days of 

Pericles and the members of the American plutocracy, of the same clay as their 

predecessors, presented the same psychological reaction to munificent 

circumstances.680 

 

Throughout the book, as the example above vividly shows, Beard did not allow the reader to 

forget or neglect Europe. The references were frequent and almost every single aspect of 

American history was related to its equivalent in European history. Once again, the long 

                                           
678 Beard and Beard, The Rise 2, 168-169. 
679 Beard and Beard, The Rise 2, 169. 
680 Beard and Beard, The Rise 2, 385. 



 302 

 

European heritage of American civilization was evident in the discussion of capitalism in The 

Rise.  

Overall, similar connections between America and Europe were present in the 

concluding chapter of the book. Although Beard argued that material abundance and 

industrialization led America to have “a life of the mind more varied and more 

lucrative...than any nation that had flourished since the beginnings of civilization in the Nile 

Valley,” he never ignored the importance of transatlantic connections.681 “Americans of the 

machine age,” he stressed, “were certainly greedy to hear the latest word from Europe.”682 In 

literature, the interchange of books between England and the United States was great and 

Americans did not manage to escape the dilemma between “the same plaintive eagerness for 

British approval on the one side and the same old contempt for that high court of judgment on 

the other.”683  

 The conclusion of the book verified once more Beard’s belief in unlimited progress. 

He did not deny that the United States, which he had linked with Europe throughout the two 

volumes, could follow the path of ancient empires into obscurity. After all, in his reading, 

America had almost imitated Europe in every aspect of life. He protected himself from 

pessimism by returning to the notion of America as the vanguard of civilization. “The most 

common note of assurance,” he stated, “was belief in unlimited progress — the continuous 

fulfillment of the historic idea which had slowly risen through the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries to a position of commanding authority...If so, it is the dawn, not the dusk, of the 

gods.”684 Thus, he concluded that the United States was, indeed, ready to carry the burden of 

civilization that it had inherited from the Old World and could, therefore, become an example 
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of progress for the rest of the world. His book ended with a message of transatlantic 

reconciliation —a proper completion of his cosmopolitan reading of American history. 

 

 

Dialogues with Frederick Jackson Turner 

 

One of the most interesting aspects of The Rise is that Beard became conversant with 

Frederick Jackson Turner. Were Beard’s reflections similar to those of his fellow Progressive 

historian? Initially, it is important to recall that Beard had published a very critical review of 

The Frontier in American History (a collection of Turner’s frontier essays published in 1920). 

In 1921, Beard wrote that “it is certainly questionable whether even up to that time the 

frontier or the whole agricultural West had exercised a more profound influence on American 

development than either the industrialism of the East or the semi-feudal plantation system of 

the South.”685 Beard thought that Turner had neglected seminal events in American history, 

especially the conflict between capital and labor. Bogue mentions that according to a private 

comment by Turner on Beard’s criticism, Turner considered the latter a radical historian who 

tried to project class conflict onto a time when more important forces influenced American 

life.686 

However, Beard changed his mind in 1927. In The Rise, he ended up accepting the 

Turnerian creed: 
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This inland advance of colonial empire accelerated the tendency toward the 

predominance of the freehold farmer in the agricultural economy of America ... 

So the English, German, and Scotch-Irish pioneers who crept out into the narrow 

valleys, out into the deep forests, and high into the piedmont carried with them 

the freehold system and the social order inevitably associated with it ... In these 

circumstances a new psychology was evoked, making a race of men and women 

utterly different in spirit from those who dwelt on the great manors of New York 

and Maryland, on the wide Southern plantations, and in the villages of the Old 

World... Passing years but strengthened their fiber and their love of liberty, while 

the ties of memory and affection that bound them to the Old World faded into 

oblivion.”687 

 

Beard’s acceptance of Turner’s thesis may seem surprising. In reality, what is even more 

striking is that Beard fell into the same trap that Turner had fallen in his celebrated essay on 

the influence of the frontier in American history. As discussed in the first section, in the 

conclusion of his paper Turner compared the American borderlands to the Mediterranean 

frontier that ancient Greeks had conquered during antiquity. In this way, Turner had blended 

the American experience with the period during which Europe was born. As a result, he had 

destroyed the very foundations of exceptionalism and had forever connected the United 

States to Europe. If the frontiering experience had occurred before, on European soil, then 

there was nothing exceptional about its American version. 

 Beard’s discussion of the American frontier followed the same pattern. Like Turner, he 

considered the American West the birthplace of a rising civilization which was based on a 

valley that was potentially the basis of a new empire: “As the waters of the Tigris, the 
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Euphrates, and the Nile had invited mankind to build its civilizations along their banks, in 

remote antiquity, so the valley of the Mississippi now summoned the peoples of the earth to 

make a new experiment in social economy in the full light of modern times.”688 Again like 

Turner, Beard associated the frontier (and eventually the United States) with images of Old 

World empires. He saw a glorious repetition of history and longed for an inspired voice that 

would narrate the courageous accomplishment: “the story of the migration into the 

Mississippi Valley…is an epic which has found no Homer; but a hundred historians, 

professional and amateur, have assembled the materials for use when the immortal bard shall 

appear.”689 Even in his supposedly most exceptionalist writings, Beard was unable to narrate 

American history and to explore American identity without references to the Old World. Like 

Turner, he could not escape from the solid mental dominion that Europe had cast upon the 

American mind.  

In this respect, both historians were on the same side when it came to the question of 

how important Europe was for the United States. They both saw Europe as an inevitable 

reference culture for the United States and, at the same time, they believed that their country, 

as the continuation of European civilization, was destined to lead the western world by 

example. 
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Becoming a Global Civilization 

 

In the period after 1928, Beard further developed his theory of the United States as a cultural 

example for Europe. He was still convinced that western civilization included both Europe 

and America and believed in a western-influenced global civilization (a belief he never 

abandoned). If he was a nationalist at this point, it did not express itself in a refutation of 

Europe or an indifference toward the rest of the world. At the same time, he expressed, at last 

with certainty, that the United States had become a vibrant cultural force, which was 

eventually influencing Europe in many ways. 

 Beard’s transatlantic impulse was evident not only in his books but also in his own 

personal experiences during this period. In 1927, the year in which that The Rise of American 

Civilization was published, he travelled once more through Europe. He visited, among other 

places, Yugoslavia, Germany, Montenegro, Albania, and Greece, while he met and 

exchanged ideas with several European thinkers, such as the economist Werner Sombart, the 

historian Albrecht Mendelssohn Bartholdy, and the agronomist Max Sering.690 Beard’s 

outcome of this trip, a study of Yugoslavia, showcases both his desire for close ties between 

the United States and Europe and his belief that the American model of industrial democracy 

could be beneficial to the rest of the world. The introduction of this study is filled with 

analogies and similarities between the two countries. Despite the distance that separated 

them, the links between them, according to Beard, were many. First of all, Beard emphasized 

that “it is not forgotten in either country that President Wilson gave inspiration and support to 

the movement which finally led to the establishment of the Kingdom of the Serbs, Croats, 

and Slovenes at the close of the World War.” If Wilson represented a prime example of the 

imprint of the New World on the New, then immigration remained one of the most important 
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ways in which the Old World affected the New: “It must be remembered also that there are in 

the United States more than half a million Yugoslavs who, even if they have transferred their 

allegiance to this country, watch with concern the progress of their own race beyond the 

sea.”691 In this way, Beard had established continuity between the United States and 

Yugoslavia, a kind of continuity which explained why a study of this country was going to 

appeal to both American and Yugoslav readers. In order to emphasize this point, he 

specifically listed the analogies he discovered between the American and the Yugoslav 

condition:  

 

Although Belgrade is rather remote from New York, there are many analogies 

between the conditions in which the Yugoslavs found themselves at the close of 

the World War and those prevailing in the United States when our great 

experiment was begun at the end of the American Revolution. Both nations were 

launched at the close of a long and devastating war which spread ruin throughout 

a large part of their territories. Both of them were predominantly agricultural and 

set up as their ideal the freehold system of agrarian economy. Their public 

financed were in disorder. They staggered under a great burden of indebtedness. 

They had long been engaged in a struggle against the authority imposed upon 

them from above and were suddenly thrown upon their own responsibilities. They 

were divided into distinct sections, with marked diversity of economic interest, 

and yet were compelled, for self-defense and the promotion of general welfare, to 

form national unions. At the outset of their careers, the newly established 

governments found themselves in possession of immense natural resources —
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timber, minerals, land, and water power. In both countries, the people were called 

upon to choose whether they would attempt to administer their heritage in the 

interests of agriculture or would adopt a policy which in the long run would 

insure the predominance of industry in their economy.692 

 

Beard believed that Americans would benefit from knowledge about Yugoslavian affairs, 

because, because it was their responsibility to always remain alert and informed about the 

European condition. “The importance of Yugoslavia in the affairs of Europe,” he argued, “is 

a matter of continual comment in the daily press. It is the pivotal state in the Balkans… If the 

people of the United States care nothing about the political experiment in Yugoslavia as such, 

they nevertheless should study that country in relation to the ever-trembling balance of power 

in Europe.”693 His reading of Yugoslavia allowed a more inclusive understanding of Europe. 

By tracing continuities with this area of the continent, Beard managed to link the United 

States with cultures that did not share the Anglo-Saxon heritage. Once more, he undermined 

the notion of an exceptional American condition. In the Balkans, an American like himself 

found many similarities with the political questions and debates that had troubled his own 

country. 

This was a general trend in Beard's publications of this period. In 1928, a collection of 

essays on civilization was published under Beard’s editorship. The book was called Whither 

Mankind: A Panorama of Modern Civilization. A constellation of important thinkers from all 

over the world contributed to the publication: among them were American sages such as the 

historian James Harvey Robinson and the philosopher John Dewey; British intellectuals such 

as Bernard Russell and Sidney and Beatrice Webb; Dutch-American historian Hendrik 
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Willem van Loon and many more. The contributors did not come only from the western 

world: Chinese philosopher Hu Shih also participated. The diversity of authors was reflected 

in the subject of the book which was, to some extent, a transnational study of the idea of 

civilization. The authors addressed the critical global issues of their own times.  

 According to Beard, Whither Mankind, “advanced the thesis that what is called 

Western Civilization, as distinguished from other cultures, is in reality a technological 

civilization, resting at bottom on science and machinery.”694 It is obvious that he perceived 

the Atlantic world as a single entity. This was evident in the introduction of Whither 

Mankind, which Beard published as an article in Harper’s Magazine, under the revealing 

title: “Is Western Civilization in Peril?”695 He did not see any fundamental break between the 

two shores of the Atlantic world. “Europe,” he wrote, “having just passed through a 

devastating war and already debating the hour for the next explosion, wonders whether the 

game is worth the candle or can be played to the bitter extreme without inviting disaster so 

colossal as to put an end to civilization itself.” In the New World, “where Europeans have 

renewed their youth, conquered a wilderness, and won wealth and leisure in the sweat of their 

brows, the cry ascends on all sides: ‘Where do we go from here?’”696 Beard still focused on 

the Atlantic world as a whole. 

 At the same time, he emphasized that his country was now the most advanced country 

in the world. In his mind, the American civilization was characterized by its rapid 

industrialization. It was a technological culture the standards of which Europe had to adapt. It 
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was at this point that he explicitly formulated his thesis of the United States as a compelling 

cultural force for the Old World.697 

 Yet, the element that, according to Beard, made the United States unique, the 

technological innovation of American civilization, was something that came from England, 

as he had stated in previous works. It was the Industrial Revolution all over again. Indeed, 

throughout his introduction, Beard discarded ideas of national superiority or of crucial 

differences between different countries and cultures. Although, for example, he underlined 

that distinctions existed between the western world and Asia, he also stressed that “this does 

not mean that there is in fact an Oriental civilization to be sharply contrasted with that of the 

Occident, or that the so-called color antagonism is likely to be a factor in the future of 

Western civilization; far from it.”698 In the same introduction, he stated that, although the 

United States was definitely the leading force, there was a common western (or modern) 

civilization which was characterized by the element of technology. He considered this 

civilization at least two hundred years old. So in his mind the European and the American 

civilizations were, in general, merged despite their differences.699  

In the introduction of Whither Mankind, Beard contrasted the notion of nationalism to 

that of civilization. According to Beard, these were antithetical forces. This is important as it 

contradicts the commonly held belief that Beard was an ardent nationalist already by the 

1920s. As he found nationalism problematic, he argued that civilization could reach a 

common global denominator —that continuity between worlds could be preserved. His belief 

was facilitated by the fact that his definition of civilization had an economic basis —in this 

respect, his writings revoked his earlier works about the importance of economic 

interpretations of history. Civilization, in general, Beard thought, “includes all these 
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implements, devices, and practices by which men and women lift themselves above savages 

—the whole economic order, the system of leisure built upon it, the employment of that 

leisure, and all manifestations of religion, beauty, and appreciation.”700 With a slight hint at 

Marxist terminology, he mentioned that if differences between civilizations existed, then 

these differences are based on economic foundations. The substructure of each nation was its 

material basis and its economy upon which each civilization was built.701 

This may seem an argument for the existence of highly differentiated civilizations, but 

Beard discarded that idea immediately. He meant that different civilizations do exist but are 

forced to adopt (especially economic) elements from neighboring or distant influential 

civilizations in order to survive. For Beard, only economically and technologically advanced 

countries could become reference cultures. If machine civilization was the norm at the 

beginning of the twentieth century, countries which had not reached this level of organization 

were bound to increase their pace and imitate the pioneers. For this reason, Beard argued that 

time or space did not necessarily differentiate civilizations: “The cultural status of a people is 

not determined by the element of time or by its position east or west of Greenwich.” 

Moreover, in cases where the economic foundations of societies had remained static, Beard 

stressed, “civilization preserves the same social designs.” This was obvious, he wrote, in 

primitive societies or in small villages of Europe where time seemed to have paused. This 

economic analysis led him to believe that “the distinction between modern and medieval 

civilizations, considered as the simple products of time, is intrinsically without meaning.” 
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There always had to be an economic factor which differentiated civilizations but, at the same 

time, this same economic factor could bridge them.702  

 If temporal discontinuity was in many cases untenable, according to Beard, the same 

was valid for geographical discontinuity. He emphasized that due to economic conditions, 

“the terms East and West are mere references to the dawning sun and its dusky resting place. 

Realistically considered, China and Japan, when compared with Europe of the fourteenth or 

fifteenth century, reveal more similarities than contrasts...a meticulous scholar can discover 

many fine points of distinction between the feudalism of Japan and that of medieval Europe, 

but for practical purposes the substance of the two orders was the same.”703 If he saw some 

differences between modern civilizations in the East and the West, this was due to the 

fundamentally advanced technological capacity of the later. Such was the gap between the 

two that Beard believed there was no chance for non-western powers to overcome the West 

by force, in case of conflict. “If, in due time,” he stressed, “the East smashes the West on the 

battlefield, it will be because the East has completely taken over the technology of the West, 

gone it one better, and thus become Western in civilization. In that case machine civilization 

will not disappear but will make a geographic shift.”704  

 Beard did not believe that western civilization, at least the way he perceived it in 

1928, was endangered —it was too advanced to be swept away. Like the Romans, who 

became influenced by ancient Greek culture after establishing their dominion over the ancient 

Greek world, Beard thought that a military victory of the East over the West could only 

happen due to the westernization of Eastern civilization. Instead of seeing two different 

civilizations, an American and a European one, Beard was discussing them as part of the 

same unity. The world was dominated by an Atlantic culture and the rest of the world had to 
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adapt to its standards. By linking the Atlantic world to the East, he saw the possibility of a 

broader transnational unity. 

 Beard’s firm belief in the Atlantic world was evident in another paper that he 

published in 1928. In this study, titled “Democracy Holds its Ground: A European Survey,” 

the historian explored the idea of “the failures of democracy,” a timely subject due to the rise 

of fascist regimes in the 1920s. Beard rejected the notion that democracy was in peril. He 

fervently believed that democracy was going to prevail worldwide. Modern democracy, 

Beard stressed, was linked with science, business, labor, and universal suffrage. He also 

underlined the importance of feminism as an element of modern democracy. Once more he 

stated that democracy was not exceptional per se. It was just an arrangement of things, 

similar to what monarchy, which was not inherently evil, had been in the past. He was 

excited by the fact that democracy was now being implemented on a scale unknown to 

previous ages. By exploring the advance of democracy in Europe, he noted that even in the 

countries where anti-democratic systems had prevailed, the rulers could not avoid the power 

of the people: “Hence it appears that even in countries ‘enjoying’ dictatorships, what we have 

is, not a choice between democracy and no democracy, but a variety of selections ranging 

from one limit of popular participation to another.”705  As democracy was the greatest 

outcome of the Western world's progress, Beard believed that it would continue to united 

both sides of the Atlantic. 
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Christian Continuities 

 

It is obvious by now that Beard longed to stress continuities between America and Europe 

even at the time of America’s economic and technological preponderance. He understood that 

he had to find some historical verification for the best characteristics of the United States 

which he praised. Because of this, he connected the best elements of his country with a 

specific tradition that the United States had inherited from Europe: he discovered similarities 

between the technological culture that he praised and Christianity.  

Christianity was for Beard a world-view that fostered continuity by promoting the ideas 

of progress and humanity. He discussed the concept at length in his introduction to Toward 

Civilization and related Christianity with the technological civilization that he expounded: 

“one of the prime contributions of Christianity to the West was its emphasis on the virtues of 

labor with material instruments of production, as contrasted with the contempt which the 

philosophers of antiquity poured upon it.”706 It was this world-view, Beard argued, that 

discouraged mankind from viewing manual work —the basis of a technological 

civilization— with contempt. In the end, Jesus himself, he noted, was a working man.707  

The connection of Christianity with the engineering revolution of the Progressive Era 

was not necessarily a new idea. In 1919, Morris Llewellyn Cooke, one of the most influential 

engineers of the period, had connected Christianity to Taylor, the engineer who 

revolutionized industrial efficiency and linked his name with scientific management at the 

turn-of-the-century America: “You still have to go back a long way to find out who 

established the Taylor System. A long while ago an obscure carpenter, of a despised race, set 

himself to teach his people a new system of doing business…All that Frederick Winslow 
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Taylor, one of the greatest engineers who ever lived, did in his life time of effort was to 

translate into a practical, formidable, working formula, the Sermon of the Mount.”708 This 

kind of narrative was common during this period, John Jordan argues. By combining the 

moral force of Christianity with technological rationalism, this discourse “portrayed 

efficiency as an all-American Christian virtue, advocated the improvement upon old notions 

of spiritual truth by the engineering method, and exhibited the unbounded hopefulness 

characteristic of a believer in human perfectibility.”709 It is not surprising that Beard spoke in 

similar terms: after all, the notions of efficiency, human progress and historical continuity 

had become essentially part of his own language. 

This merging of Christianity with technological civilization offered Beard another 

opportunity to stress his faith in the linear and progressive development of humanity. If 

technological civilization was based on manual work, if Christianity had praised this kind of 

work since time immemorial, and if efficiency was indeed an American Christian value, then 

there was a direct link between past and present, between the advanced machine-civilization 

led by the United States and the European civilization which over the centuries had been 

dominated by the Christian world-view. The unfolding of this process could even be traced to 

the time of creation (as perceived in either Christian or Darwinian terms). Creativity, a trait 

found in all civilizations, linked mankind with its own creator (whether this was a deity or 

some kind of unknown natural force): “Why then should it be assumed that the creative 

activity of the engineering era is necessarily a break with the past rather than a continuation, 
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on a grand scale, of cosmic labors begun when the seas were separated from the land and 

squirming life appeared in the waters?”710  

Moreover, in Toward Civilization, Beard explicitly stated, for the very first time, what 

he had suggested indirectly throughout his career: that the United States, at last, was the 

dominant force in the world, not because it had decided to break completely free from Europe 

but because it was struggling to preserve and advance the most important and positive traits 

of European civilization. In his introduction, Beard spent a few pages to refute European 

accusations of American machine civilization. His message was that many Europeans were 

complaining about the effects of industrialization or “Americanization” of their own 

continent. He believed that these accusations were without ground. He advised these 

Europeans, who opposed Americanization, to abandon their futile resistance. They had to 

understand that the United States, the culture of technology and machine, was not antithetical 

force to Europe. It was just one constituting element of the western world; therefore, it was 

simply perfecting what Europeans had started long ago. In his own words: 

 

It might be more in keeping with their assumptions and convictions to accept the 

central advance of the machine process as a great demiurgic moment, with new 

values in the making —a process continuing the old tendencies of Western 

civilization on a new level, on a scale more vast, with a possible humanistic 

upshot transcending the historic ideals of caste — literary, artistic, political, and 

religious. At all events it is fitting that scientists and engineers, the makers, 
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directors, and expanders of the machine process, should be given a full day in 

court.711 

 

Beard honed this idea in an article published in 1929 in Harper’s Magazine. The title of 

the piece was revealing: “The American Invasion of Europe.” The article opened with images 

of Americans who were proudly and persistently visiting European lands, more specifically 

Greece and Italy, countries which Beard had discussed throughout his past writings as the 

birthplaces of western civilization. In Italy, one could see Americans “dash along the Roman 

roads that Caesar’s legions trod.” As for Greece, 

 

Climb the Acropolis (or go up in a Ford for a few drachmas with a Greek 

chauffeur who knows Third Avenue), and you are lucky if a boat load of 

Mediterranean tourists does not descend upon its “ruinous perfection,” to view 

what is left after the British carried away choice things for their famous museum. 

Sweep northward on the express toward the land of Philip and Alexander and as 

you approach Olympus read this sign: “Irrigation work carried on by the 

Foundation Company of New York.712  

 

He discussed the conquest of ancient European lands by Americans in a self-congratulatory 

tone. The reader easily gets the feeling that Beard was pleased to see his compatriots visiting 

and exploring the Old World. What made him even happier was the fact that Americans were 

now influencing Europe in diverse ways. The United States, for example, exported material 
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things to Europe. Beard offered almost half a page full of examples: “Blazing billboards in 

Berlin announce the comforts of our favorite chewing gum  — Kau-bon-bon. A whole street 

in London is lined with shops displaying American office supplies and efficiency machines. 

Paris is plastered with American signs…From Stockholm to the Golden Horn, crowds are 

thrilled by American movies.” Overall, what Beard discussed was the Americanization of 

Europe, which made real his dream of seeing the United States become the leading force in 

the Atlantic world. As such, the time had come for his country to become a symbol, an 

example to be imitated or refuted. The Old World, Beard knew, could not resist the seductive 

dynamism of the United States any longer. His country could not be ignored. In his own 

words, all these examples were “straws in the wind —symptoms of a cataclysm akin to that 

which shook down the Rome of Orisius, Salvianus, and Sidonius.”713  

No less importantly, the United States was becoming a major lender of capital to the 

Old World. Especially after the Great War, European countries had become increasingly 

indebted to Washington. Beard knew very well what this meant. “What Alaric did to Rome is 

a matter of debate still among antiquarians; what a Coolidge or a Hoover might do to a 

recalcitrant European debtor is a fair certainty.”714 Whether due to the attraction of American 

products or due to the leverage that its capital gave to Washington, one thing was certain. 

Europe would never remain the same after the rise of the United States as a reference culture 

within the Atlantic world. 

The above shows that Beard was perfectly aware of globalization. He knew that reality 

had brought the two continents together and that the two worlds influenced each other —with 

America as the dominant force. The United States as a whole had begun to dominate the 

European mind. What strengthens this argument is Beard’s discussion of the rejection of 
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Americanization voiced by European elites. Not only Beard was interested in the opinion that 

Europeans had about what he called “the American invasion,” but he was also annoyed when 

they voiced severe criticism against his country’s culture. He was not indifferent toward these 

voices as he wished American culture to influence the Old World and the two worlds to 

merge into western unity under America’s lead. 

In order to explain his vision of this type of transatlantic union, Beard discussed how 

Europeans perceived America, a perception which was based on a dualistic approach. He 

wrote that 

 

Seen through the haze of romance as the land of promise, or through the murk of 

poverty as the capitalist tyrant that murders Sacco and Vanzetti, reported in the 

press, and described by travelers in a hundred new books, America in the guise of 

mirage or vision invades Europe as a hope or menace, in either case looming 

immensely on the western horizon. Whether considered as an economic system or 

as a type of civilization, it rises ominously in the minds of Europe’s thinkers. In 

the dervish whirl of ideas and realities, America as a land of things and as an 

abstraction bores it way into European consciousness.715 

 

The dualistic approach of Europeans to Americans is even more interesting if we take 

into account the ways in which Beard himself perceived Europe. In his mind, the inhabitants 

of the Old World were forced to reckon with the New World. They could accept Americans 

as friends of refute them as enemies, but they could not neglect them. “Superior persons 

pretend…” he wrote ironically, “to ignore the presence of the transatlantic Leviathan at every 
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diplomatic council and conversation in Europe dealing with world affairs or the tendencies of 

the age; but they know that they are deluding themselves.”716 He declared that those who 

favored the United States were mostly progressive and liberal Europeans while those who 

rejected it were mainly conservatives and Tories. What he clearly understood was that 

Europeans judged the United States according to their own personal beliefs and ideologies. 

They gazed at the New World but what they saw there were mainly their own images as 

reflected in an American mirror. “Travelers,” he explained, “saw what was behind their eyes 

and reported for or against American democracy according to their previous social affiliations 

and predilections.” Of course, these European reflections were not alien to Beard. Probably 

he did not realize it at the time he was writing these words, but in fact what Europeans did 

was no different to what he himself had done in his early books on Europe, when he 

discussed industrialism in England in order to make sense of the problems of his own 

country. And this very article about the American invasion of Europe suggests that he was 

still doing so. The Old World remained a mirror for Beard in which he had to look in order to 

understand America, in the same way in which Europeans gazed toward the New World in 

order to comprehend their own. So important was each continent to each other that cultural 

separation was an impossibility. They both needed the mirror that was located in the opposite 

side of the Atlantic Ocean. 

Last but not least, Beard refuted European rejections of Americanism by stressing 

similarities between the United States and Europe. He thought that Europeans compared “the 

brutality of the machine,” which was characteristic of America, to the “humanism of 

Europe.” However, this comparison was meaningless. Which kind of Europe were critics of 

America comparing to his own country? “The Europe of Oxford, Potsdam, Avignon, and 

Venice, or the Europe of Manchester, Essen, and Creusot?...Are they leaving out of account 
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England, with her mass production for an empire bigger than the United States?”717 Beard 

cleverly brought into the discussion the industrial centers of Europe in order to reveal that the 

old continent was not that different from his own country. Those Europeans who spoke of 

Europe only as the only center of humanism and art were deluding themselves. Of course, 

such Europe had gloriously existed in the past and it probably still existed. But these 

Europeans merely used specific images of Europe’s past and present in order to stress the 

superiority of their own culture to that of the New World —which supposedly lacked history 

and culture. Beard’s attack against all those who could not understand that both worlds were 

similar and that they faced the same threats was severe. Nevertheless, he did not direct his 

fire against Europeans in general, but only against those who remained stuck in romantic 

fictions about their own continent. 

 

Now there is no denying that there is a Europe richer in color, diversity, and 

romance than the standardized towns of the United States —the Europe of 

“dreaming spires,” diving Gothic, moss-grown castles, quaint villages, special 

crafts, folk songs, gay peasant costumes…Only a philistine will flout the beauties 

and spiritualities inherent in that order. But only a blind man will contend that 

this is the creative, dynamic Europe of to-day. In the Old World, as well as in the 

New, capitalism marches swiftly over prostrate agriculture, and the machine rolls 

ruthlessly over the craftsmen. The truth is that Europe is at war with herself, and 

the American invasion only adds weight to the winning side.718  
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To sum up, Beard stressed similarities between the two worlds and emphasized that only 

Europe’s acceptance of American leadership could lead the Old World out of chaos toward 

the path of progress. The United States had become influential because of its European 

heritage and now, from a position of power, it had to come back and rescue the Old World. 

Beard strongly believed that the American system was not based on the inhumanity of the 

machine, as some conservative Europeans thought, but on the rationalism of Taylorism. 

Forward-looking Europeans from Lenin to La Corbusier were influenced by this aspect of 

American culture. The United States had become a reference culture for Europe at last. 

Europeans had to accept, Beard concluded, that “Americanism, another name for 

rationalization, will steadily extend its empire.”719 The Old World had to lower its defenses 

so that the common progressive destiny of the western world could be fulfilled. 

  

 

 

Final Years: Re-Building the City Upon A Hill 

 

In his final years, Beard kept stressing the idea of the United States as a rising cultural force 

which was bound to influence Europe. His positive sentiment about transatlantic connections 

remained strong almost until the end of his career, although, paradoxically, it became more 

mixed with his rising nationalistic tendencies. Kennedy argues that “after 1930, the 

deepening of the Great Depression, accompanied by world-wide economic, political, and 

military instability, was the major force influencing Beard’s decision to devote the remainder 
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of his life to advocating what he called a policy of ‘continental Americanism.’”720 According 

to conventional wisdom, Beard believed that international capitalism had eventually become 

a destructive force. Slowly but steadily he abandoned both his belief in internationalism and 

in Marxism as he found shelter in the idea of the nation. His advice was that Americans 

should remain on their own continent and cultivate their own culture without much 

interference from Europe. Moreover, according to Cushing, Beard’s disillusionment after the 

First World War and Wilson’s failure to shape the post-war order, changed his mentality to 

such a degree that he eventually saw isolationism as “the fulfillment of the idea of 

progress.”721  

 However, Beard expressed these nationalistic notions mostly while referring to 

foreign policy. As we have already seen, his call for isolationism in foreign policy did not 

advocate a cultural separation from the Old World. It is interesting how evident this is in 

Beard’s writings and how many commentators have missed this point. A notable exception is 

Clyde Barrow who notes that “Beard steadfastly rejected claims that he was an isolationist 

and, by the 1930s, he referred to his own position as ‘continentalism’ in contrast to both 

internationalism and isolationism.”722 Beard’s plan was situated somewhere in the middle of 

these two traditional approaches; it emphasized that the country should limit its international 

presence only to the point that this was beneficial to the general interest. Otherwise, the 

danger of America becoming an imperial nation was a present and unwelcome possibility. 

Beard’s ideas were expressed in a work which is considered to be his main isolationist tract 

with regard to American foreign policy. It is titled The Open Door at Home: A Trial 

Philosophy of National Interest.723 According to Kennedy, Beard assumed in this volume 
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“the role of a frank advocate of a program of social, economic, and political nationalism.”724 

Nore writes that in this book Beard presented his own recovery program from the Depression. 

Beard’s main idea was that in a chaotic world the interests of unregulated powerful economic 

players could easily result in war. The prescription he suggested was “federal control of all 

exports and imports.” He believed that the country should turn its attention inwards as the 

domestic potential of the country, if properly cultivated, was more than enough to cover the 

needs of American citizens. The United States did not need open doors abroad. As Nore 

stresses, Beard argued that “the United States had a unique heritage, a set of circumstances 

which would permit the planning of a great bourgeois civilization without class struggle.”725  

 Beard intentions indeed sounded nationalistic. His purpose was to offer a program for 

domestic and foreign policy which would allow his country to avoid another Great 

Depression. He thought that his ideas were radical as he opposed his government’s direct 

involvement in foreign affairs which, he believed, only advanced the interests of the few. The 

title of the book was a clear reference to the concept of the Open Door policy promoted by 

US officials, at the beginning of the twentieth century, with the purpose of keeping the 

Chinese market open for all countries. In a more generic way, the concept implied that the US 

should militarily defend its interests round the globe. With respect to his own concept of the 

open door at home, Beard stated that it “invites the American nation to open doors at home, 

to substitute an intensive cultivation of its own garden for a wasteful, quixotic, and 

ineffectual extension of interests beyond the reach of competent military and naval 

defense.”726 He wholeheartedly believed that the economic and material abundance of the 
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country was so great that the United States could focus on domestic development and limit its 

political interference in global affairs.  

Nevertheless, it is easy to confuse Beard’s prescription for American politics with his 

overall belief in a western world, united by a similar culture. Although Beard’s plan was to 

convince the United States to be careful in its international adventures, his goal was not 

isolationism. It was realism: the United States should choose when enter international arena 

and this decision should be based on a rational calculation of the national interest of the 

commonwealth, not of a few capitalists. He wanted the United States to remain the leading 

cultural force in the western world, not by imposing its paradigm on other countries with the 

use of force but through acceptance. 

Beard returned to the old Jeffersonian ideal of America as an example of liberty for 

other nations. “Instead of wasting its energies and talents in vain efforts to impose its culture 

on other races,” the country had to create its own civilization so that other countries could 

benefit from its “example in the use of talents and opportunities…Offering to the world the 

strange sight of a national garden well tended, the United States would teach the most 

effective lesson —a lesson without words.”727It is clear that there was no sense of cultural 

separation between the two shores of the Atlantic world in his message. On the contrary, 

Beard’s position strengthened the argument according to which the United States should 

become a dominant cultural power. His country was going to shine again as a new City upon 

a Hill for all the world to see. But according to real democratic principles, it was going to be 

the Old World’s choice whether to follow the American example or not. 

Even in the field of foreign policy, Beard’s own writings challenge the perception that 

he was a pure isolationist. He did not try to keep his country away from the world. His 

intention was to create better opportunities for his countrymen and, by battling imperialism, 
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to establish a more peaceful international order. His own words on the matter have often been 

neglected by those who accuse him of nationalism: 

 

Far from excluding collaboration with other nationalities, the policy here 

expounded demands a domestic practice which makes collaboration possible and 

transforms it from efforts to overreach and outdo rivals in chicanery into efforts 

to exchange openly given quantities of goods at just prices, and to live on fair 

terms with neighbors so ordered and so minded. It is not pacifism proposing 

peace at any price. It does not put aside the conception of defense…It does not 

reject the World Court, but accepts adherence to the tribunal under reservations 

already made. It does not rule out of consideration the League of Nations, but 

proposes the conditions on which the League can be brought into harmony with 

national interests conceived as security and commonweal. It does not exclude any 

noble sentiments associated with historic internationalism. Quite the contrary; it 

gives them positive content and treats them as precious values —precious, that is, 

to a concept of nations as civilizations set over against predatory barbarisms.728  

 

This discussion strongly suggests that Beard’s isolationism was not uncompromising. As a 

suggestion for foreign policy, it did not mean rejection of Europe per se. His proposal was not 

sheer isolationism and complete exclusion from world affairs but a return to the Jeffersonian 

principle of a beacon of liberty for the rest of the world. Brands, who surveys American 

foreign policy tradition as a conflict between “exemplarists” and “vindicators,” places Beard 

under the label of exemplarists: “These exemplarists, as they might be called, have argued 
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that perfecting American institutions and practices at home is a full-time job. To try for more, 

as by meddling in the affairs of other nations, would not only not do much good for the 

nations meddled in, since societies have to solve their problems themselves, but could 

jeopardize American values at the source. In attempting to save the world, and probably 

failing, American would risk losing its democratic soul.”729 This was exactly what Beard 

could not accept. He himself explained his position by returning to his favorite allusions to 

European history. In a book that he wrote a few years later, Beard attacked Walter Lippmann 

as one of those Americans who “do not believe that America can deny or refuse to accept the 

obligation of directing world destiny.” Lippmann was a former socialist, fellow Progressive 

and one of the editors of The New Republic magazine. Although after the Second World War 

he moved toward a more conservative stance, he always advocated American entanglement 

in European affairs from a position of power.730 It was this idea that Beard opposed as he 

discarded Lippmann’s assertion that “what Rome was to the ancient world, what Great 

Britain has been to the modern world, America is to be in the world of to-morrow.”731 

 Beard loved comparing the United States to Rome too, but it was mostly republican 

Rome and its grandeur that seduced him —not its potential for imperialism. His reading of 

history led him to believe that Rome disappeared because of its imperialistic adventurism. He 

hoped that the United States would not follow that path: “Rome conquered, ruled, and robbed 

other peoples from the frontier in Scotland to the sands of Arabia, from the Rhine to the 

Sahara, and then crumbled to ruins.”732 Overextension of power projection brought only 

                                           
729 H. W. Brands, What America Owes the World, vii-viii. The vindicators are those who “contend 
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730 For Lippmann see Ronald Steel, Walter Lippmann and the American Century (Boston: Little 

Brown, 1980). 
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(New York: The Macmillan Company, 1939), 78. 
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disaster to this empire —a path that was to be avoided: “America is not to be Rome or 

Britain. It is to be America.”733  

 

Dealing with Europe 

 

Which then was a suitable policy for the United States according to Beard? “No European 

power or combination of powers can count upon material aid from the United States while 

pursuing a course of power politics designed to bolster up its economic interests and its 

military dominance; in the nature of things American sympathy will be on the side of nations 

that practice self-government, liberty of opinion and person, and toleration and freedom of 

thought and inquiry —but the United States has had one war for democracy…too much, 

nations of Europe, and may good fortune attend you.”734 No matter how isolationist this 

suggestion seems to be, Beard’s exemplarism remained intact. Even if the country was going 

to offer just sympathy to European nations and nothing more, it was going to be directed 

toward countries that had followed the American example in arranging their political 

structure. European imperialists were not supposed to find solace in American support —this 

was before 1945, when the United States was still not being accused of being imperialistic. 

Beard wished for Europe to adopt the United States as a reference culture. He just did not 

want this to be imposed upon the Old World by the New. In essence, his position was 

democratic. 

This blending of nationalism and transnationalism was clear in another article that 

Beard published in 1935. It was called The Promise of American Life. Beard deliberately used 
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the title of Herbert Croly’s classic from the era of Progressivism. In this article, he forcefully 

stressed continuities between American and European civilizations:  

 

Now, it would be absurd, to deny that the United States is an offshoot of 

European culture and that it draws heavily upon Europe for knowledge and 

culture. The conception of America as a self-constituted, hermit-kingdom is false 

to facts, and the scorn that many Americans pour on the Old World is an evidence 

of infantilism, not of strength.735  

 

This was perhaps Beard’s most vigorous statement about the extent to which America needed 

Europe. It somehow contradicted his own argument for a self-sustained American nation, as 

presented in The Open Door. It exemplified that provincialism was not part of his agenda and 

that his call for a restrained American foreign policy did not mean cultural detachment from 

the affairs of the Old World. By accusing those who were vehemently attacking Europe as 

intellectual infants, he was adamant that his own position was fundamentally different from 

theirs. Yet, at the same time, Beard believed that the European ideas that were coming to the 

New World were somehow adapted to the American conditions. After all, despite its 

gratitude to Europe, the United States was cultivating its own characteristics.  

 

The ideas that are “imported” from Europe, if they amount to anything, must be 

objectified in transformed opinions, habits and practices on this continent amid 

the American heritage…And in the United States, for weal or woe, there is a 
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heritage of ideas and interests, marked by certain characteristics that may be 

called American, at least in a geographical sense and in respect of state 

organization…Whatever ideas are imported from Europe or the Orient to the 

United States will, if they survive, inexorably become associated with the 

configurations and energies of American culture and sink into American interests 

conceived as the cultural heritage.736  

 

Beard argued that American culture was taken its own form by cultivating what it received 

from the Old World, in a progressive direction on the whole. The would apparently result in a 

kind of uniqueness, for it was in the United States where these ideas could be implemented 

more effectively. His conclusion was that there was a distinct American civilization, for 

American ideas had “no feudal, theological, or metaphysical roots. Nor can they be stated in 

any ideological, theological or metaphysical forms that convey anything but nonsense to the 

American people; for the simple reason that the ideological heritage of the United States 

differs fundamentally from that of Europe.”737 It differed, because by rejecting the negative 

aspects of European culture and by accepting the positive ones, American culture was able to 

improve itself by reflecting on its own European past. Beard was not alone in this analysis. 

As Kroes argues, “what people see as crucially different in America, if not as ‘typically 

American,’ is only a matter of difference of phase in developments otherwise parallel.”738 

Kroes’s argument applies perfectly to Beard: what he considered as the exceptional element 

of American culture, the civilization of technology and machine, was not an idea antithetical 

to Europe. It was founded upon an English heritage and it was transforming the world. Beard 

knew that Europe was going to follow the American example and develop its own 
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technological capacities. The difference between the two worlds, as Kroes notes, was one of 

phase. 

For these reasons, Beard remained actively interested in Europe, even during his more 

nationalistic period. Around the time The Open Door was published, his interference with 

European affairs was more than just academic. He personally tried to help those who suffered 

during the rise of fascism and Nazism on the old continent. Along with others, Beard worked 

strenuously in order to help American scholars who faced persecution in Europe to cross the 

Atlantic; he was pivotal in the establishment of the University in Exile at the New School of 

Social Research; he participated in the efforts to bring the Frankfurt Institute of Social 

Research to Columbia University, and he was a supporter of the democratically elected 

Spanish government during the Spanish Civil War.739 

In 1936, Beard scorned the educational system of Nazi Germany, which condemned the 

German people to be “a people almost totally ignorant of the outside world and indifferent to 

all ideas and interests not contained in the Nazi creed.”740 Cultural isolation was a deadly 

mistake if chosen as a creed of any state, Beard implied. In judging the educational policies 

of the Nazis, he underlined that the final verdict was going to be that of the international 

community: “Every system of education, like all human institutions, is enclosed in history, is 

a phase of all culture in evolution…Its significance must be sought not merely in its forms 

and spirit, but also in its relations with the rest of society and the world of nations —past and 

present.”741 For Beard, past and present knowledge could provide the paradigm according to 

which the misgivings of the Nazis were going to be evaluated. His endorsement of historical 

continuity was once again evident in his argument that the elements that characterized Nazi 
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Germany had existed in the pre-Nazi era and in his bitter refutation of the Teutonic school of 

historiography which he had endorsed in his youth:  

 

Nearly every element in the Nazi body of doctrines was deeply embedded in the 

pre-war order… This conception of race purity and grandeur spread throughout 

German thought and was carried over into England, where Freeman, Green, and 

the Teutonist historians “discovered” the origins of liberty and parliamentary 

government in “the forests of Germany.” From Germany and England the creed 

was taken to the United States. It long dominated historiography in Johns 

Hopkins University … The National Socialists in Germany have elaborated it, 

carried it to a logical conclusion, forced German pedagogues to teach it, and 

sought to make every German believe it. That which was once merely taught as 

“the truth” is now rammed down the throats of German children by the drill 

sergeant.742 

 

These examples make clear that Beard was always active and interested in European affairs. 

He did not see himself, or his country, as separate from the Old World. His nationalism was 

based on his belief that the United States, as a country, should not intervene militarily in the 

affairs of Europe before it could solve its own economic and social problems. However, this 

did not mean aloofness, as Beard’s own experience shows. There were still many ways in 

which Americans could remain close to Europe without risking the dubious endeavor of 

potential imperialism.  

                                           
742 Beard, “Education Under the Nazis,”451. 



 333 

 

 

Evaluating the American Spirit 

 

Beard never abandoned this cosmopolitan mentality even in his most nationalistic texts. As 

the years passed by and the clouds of the future European war were becoming apparent, 

Beard’s nationalistic tendencies intensified. The fourth and last volume of The Rise of 

American Civilization series, entitled The American Spirit: A Study of the Idea of Civilization 

in the United States (1942), was perhaps one of the most chauvinistic texts that Beard ever 

produced. For this reason, it received extensive criticism when it was published, at a time 

when internationalism was becoming a major force in the United States. In comparison with 

what he had achieved in the previous three volumes, Beard now failed to grasp the Zeitgeist. 

The best example of this is the way in which he now he used the term “civilization.” As 

we have seen, Beard used to see the notions of nationalism and civilization as antithetical. 

Not anymore. His sincere fear that the country was going to participate in another European 

war endangered his idea of the United States as an example for the rest of the world. 

Participation in a futile war could destroy America’s position in the vanguard of progress. His 

proposal remained, as in his previous volumes of this period, that the United States should 

not participate in European wars. This was not something new. It was the fear of another 

Armageddon that made him worried about the United States’ foreign policy. If his country 

was entering another battleground, the outcome of which was uncertain, what hope would 

there be left for mankind?  

In this volume, Beard’s solution was to equate civilization with American culture. 

Civilization was a world-view, he argued, and as such it was distinctly American. For this 

reason, Americans had to protect it at all cost. The extent to which this notion felt dated to a 

new generation of historians which was embracing internationalism can be seen in the harsh 
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criticism the book received. According to one reviewer, Beard wrongly believed that he could 

prove the Americanness of civilization by showing that, throughout history, major American 

authors and thinkers had strongly expressed the idea that America was indeed different and 

that American civilization was unique. 743 “True,” the reviewer wrote, “these many witnesses 

have used the idea in the fashion indicated; but have not other men, and sometimes these very 

same men in other contexts, looked through this word as a window out upon the broad 

expanses of the whole world, spatial as well as temporal?”744  

If the limited way in which Beard used the term civilization was open to criticism, his 

isolationism was equally criticized. According to another reviewer “the Beards have no 

complacency about remaking the world, and they reserve brilliant irony for those who do. If, 

in the coming era, American ideals of civilization should be successfully and enduringly 

applied to the world at large, then The American Spirit would become a dated book, a 

humane document in the record of an outmoded nationalism. If the world proves less 

regenerate, then the Beards’ vision will be in proportion prophecy as well as history.”745 

Perhaps the most critical review came from Hofstadter who harshly criticized the 

volume in the pages of The New Republic. The young historian found here none of the 

elements that had seduced him the first time he read the first two volumes of the series:  

 

In several respects ‘The American Spirit’ marks a decline from the Beards’ earlier 

volumes. The sweeping rhetoric that gave those volumes a distinctive tone is 
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largely absent, and in its place one finds a prose that is often dropsied…the books 

contain a great deal of scattered comment and opinion…but it does not have a 

central interpretation with an impact comparable to its predecessors. Unlike them 

it lacks excitement.746 

 

Hofstadter not only attacked the language or the lack of focus of The American Spirit. In his 

effort to offer relief from the challenges of the economic depression and the world war, Beard 

had stressed the uniqueness of his country. As a result, he did not offer proper intellectual 

history but “rather a single-minded pursuit of a narrower theme” which was equivalent to 

futile “national self-appraisal.” Beard dared to state that civilization was a unique American 

value, Hofstadter implies, but what the term meant remained unclear: “The Beards, in their 

search for a concept broad enough to suit their purpose, have only found one that is far too 

elusive.” The book was merely a collection of quotations from influential Americans stating 

that they adhered to the notion of civilization. “But,” Hofstadter underlines, “the fact that all 

invoked ‘civilization’ seems little more revealing than that they all accepted monogamy; 

perhaps less so, for the meaning of monogamy is generally understood.”747 

 Later historians were equally critical. For Nore, the work is “weak” and the least 

readable volume of The Rise,” but “as an autobiographical account of the inspiration for the 

Beard’s nationalism, as a source of intellectual history, The American Spirit has redeeming 

virtues.”748 Kennedy argues that “a basic thesis of The American Spirit was that the idea of 

American civilization was unique in its origins, substance, and development’“ and continues 

by stating that “Beard thus admonished that any attempts to extend American civilization by 

force or arms or through international organizations would result not only in a weakening of 
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the vigor of American civilization, but in a decrease of the eventual contribution the United 

States could make toward civilization by the power of independent example.”749  

According to Strout, the later volumes of Beard’s The Rise “were vibrant with his 

sense of crisis and his vision of a unique society, whose pursuit of the dream of progress was 

menaced by imperialistic adventures, acquisitive capitalists, and foreign critics.” Especially 

in The American Spirit, Strout argues, “Europe is portrayed as a malignant chorus to the New 

World Symphony of American life.”750 For Noble, all the work that the Beards produced on 

civilization, The American Spirit included, was based on their conclusion that “there was no 

truth in a vision of a transnational civilization.”751 For all the aforementioned scholars, Beard 

had become a nationalist by the time the last volume of the series was published. Detached 

from reality and disappointed by the direction of world affairs, Beard was unable to recognize 

the importance of American’s entanglement in world politics. 

However, this reading of Beard’s work misses the most vital aspect of his intellectual 

development, namely the moment he realizes that the United States had become what we now 

may call a reference culture. As Susman underlines, The American Spirit “is a work not well 

known even among professionals and not much admired by those who know it. Yet I find it 

masterful in its development of the concept that the Idea of Civilization became the focus on 

an American world view, an American ideology.”752 By articulating the idea that the United 

States had become the homeland of civilization, Beard concluded the fundamental thesis of 

his career. From the time that his first book, The Industrial Revolution, was published until 

the American audience received The American Spirit Beard had always focused on images, 

cultural influences, intellectual transfers, and historical continuity. In most of his work he had 
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focused on the multiple ways in which the European spirit had influenced American 

development. Now, in 1942, the circle was complete. American culture had reached its peak 

and his compatriots could rejoice as, at last, their own culture could be seen as an example for 

the world. 

 What is remarkable about The American Spirit, despite its chauvinistic tone, is the 

extent to which Beard kept referring to Europe as the cultural origin of America. In fact, 

Beard’s belief in the American nation did not prevent him from trying to place it within a 

wider context of the European intellectual tradition. Civilization was a unique American 

world-view, he argued, but it was based upon the heritage of European world-views that had 

existed before. In this respect he continued to underline Christianity as a precursor of 

American civilization.753 The new element that Beard added in The American Spirit was the 

importance of Christianity as a force of continuity. It bridged “the gulf...between the 

dissolution of Rome and the modern age,” and, as a world-view, it “entered enduringly into 

the heritage of Western peoples.” Christianity, an idea that came to America with the 

European settlers, was still a point of reference.754 

 If Christianity linked the European past and the American future by offering mankind 

the notions of equality, brotherhood, and progress, the same was true, in Beard’s mind, for 

the world-view of the Enlightenment, which added an element of rationality.755 Both world-

views tried to promote the betterment of mankind. They were both optimistic and ethical.756 
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The strongest similarity between them was their function as agents of continuity and 

promoters of the idea of progress: If Christianity bridged the gap between the ancient and the 

modern world, “the world-view of the Enlightenment was a powerful force in the course of 

that history which spanned the years between the modern and the contemporary age.”757 

When these world-views lost their power, a new one arose as the definite agent of progress. 

This new world-view was (American) civilization.758 Beard’s argumentation connected 

American and European culture instead of severing them. Despite the differences between 

what he perceived as the quintessential American world-view and the ones that preceded it, 

he could not neglect the similarities that bound them together. 

Even more importantly, Beard recognized continuity with Europe in the story of the 

term “civilization” itself, which, as he wrote in The American Spirit, was etymologically 

based in Latin and was probably mentioned for the first time in the work of a French engineer 

in 1766 and later in a British dictionary in 1775.759 The use of the term was almost accidental 

at the time and only acquired a more specific meaning after two crucial events in the 

eighteenth century: the American and the French Revolutions. Beard emphasized that 

Americans adopted the term:“it certainly was in the American vocabulary early in the 

Revolution.”760 Beard’s discussion of several European thinkers such as Condorcet, Guizot, 

Saint-Simon, and others, and his point that these thinkers were in fact the founders of the 

world-view that Americans eventually adopted and perfected, only strengthened his 

transcultural references.761  

                                                                                                                                   

optimistic and ethical. See Beard and Beard, The American Spirit, 16 and 17. Note that in this part of 
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Beard’s hints at the European origins of America reveal that he still believed in 

universal progress. On the other hand, his inherent need to emphasize the distinction between 

Europe and America in order to promote his political objective which, at that time, had been 

isolationism, reveals a contradiction in his writings. But, in his defense, this was a problem 

that several other Americans had faced before him -something apparent in most of the 

quotations of American thinkers that Beard presented while discussing the use of the term 

“civilization.” In the chapter entitled “Formulation and Affirmation in the Early Republic,” 

Beard once more emphasized the European background of the idea of civilization. He 

mentions that in the intellectual debates that led to the formulation of the American republic, 

“ancient and modern history was searched for precedents and principles…It is scarcely too 

much to say that the full strength of contemporary intelligence and knowledge was enlisted in 

the enterprise of vitalizing the idea of civilization with reference to American conditions and 

purposes.762 It was a mix of cosmopolitan influences, mostly European but also American, 

that helped formulate the American perception of civilization which became “an American 

world-view of destiny, opportunity, and responsibility in the United States”763.  

The question is what the thinkers, who, according to Beard, first reflected on the idea of 

civilization in America, believe. A common pattern surfaces in the relevant discussion in The 

Rise. On the one hand, Thomas Jefferson, Thomas Paine, and John Adams appear in the book 

as founders of the American republic, true supporters of the idea that the United States was 

destined to become the greatest and most advanced country on earth. On the other hand, they 

considered the progressive minded Europeans who fought despotism as natural allies and 

they believed that the democratic principles of their country were, in fact, universal. As such, 

they were going to prevail in the Old World and destroy the institutions of the past. Their 

feud was not with Europe per se but with the supporters of despotism from which they were 
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liberated. Their belief that America was more progressive than Europe and their hope that 

Europe was going to be transformed according to the American ideas, which were, after all, 

universal, was strong. Some of the most important tracks written by these thinkers, such as 

Jefferson’s Notes on the State of Virginia and Paine’s Rights of Man, were written as 

responses to Europeans.764 Beard perfectly demonstrated the transnational element in the 

thought of the Founding Fathers in his discussion of John Adams: “Adams was conscious of 

the resistance which the privileged orders of Europe might offer to the advancement of 

civilization as an upward movement of humanity. But his hope for European regeneration 

was strong and he was surprised that already the science of free government had made so 

little progress there.”765  

 The same pattern appears in the thoughts and work of most of the intellectuals that 

Beard studied. Most American thinkers, like Beard himself, were torn between their belief in 

American destiny and their need to underline their country’s European heritage and its 

potential to culturally uplift Europe —in a way, to pay back its cultural debt to the Old 

World. In another example, Beard quoted Thomas Smith Grimké, an American author from 

South Carolina. Grimké, who compared the United States to ancient Laconia, strongly 

advocated the idea of American exceptionalism.766 At the same time, he was able to see that 

reality opposed his dreams He stated, as quoted by Beard, that “in vain might we built 

ramparts of foreign prohibition, like the walls of Jericho, they would fall of their own accord. 

America then, must be connected with other nations, and must be influenced by them.”767 So 

while America had to remain in the world it should selectively choose the extent of its 

contacts with the Old World and, according to Grimké, keep its interests separate from 
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Europe. By following its own path, it could still influence the world and become the main 

force of universal progress. 

 Overall, Beard’s discussion over civilization in the early republic seems to validate 

the idea that American exceptionalism could only be achieved by perfecting elements of 

America’s European heritage. Even if early Americans were influenced by Europe, they also 

realized that conditions in American allowed them to remake and perfect European 

civilization according to their own standards, while they also felt that they had the moral 

responsibility to keep contact with the Old World in order to enlighten it. In short, if Europe 

once had been a reference culture for America, now the time had come for the opposite to 

happen.  

In the end, Beard believed that American civilization had its own unique elements, 

which it acquired after perfecting the elements of European civilization it had inherited from 

the Old World. At that point, the United States was ready to project its example onto the 

world and invite peoples everywhere to profit from its example. In this respect, the condition 

of the United States was exceptional, but this was an exceptionalism that had been based on 

European elements and, now, it could be copied by other countries. The end that Beard 

aspired to was the overall betterment of the human condition. In his own words: Americans 

“looked forward eagerly, if not steadily, to a universal, perhaps wavering, progress in 

civilization through the will of other peoples, also, in their places and times.”768 So, 

exceptional America was going to influence political conditions across the Atlantic, thus 

becoming a reference culture to be imitated by oppressed peoples everywhere. The Beardian 

analysis echoed Jefferson’s idea of an empire of liberty. Overall, this was not an isolationist 

concept. Foreign policy was not the only aspect that influences relations between countries. 

The flow of ideas is equally important. And for Beard, Americans of the early republic had 
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decided that such was the destiny of their country. Exporting, by example, their notion of 

liberty to the Old World. 

 Even in Beard’s discussion of Jacksonian American, when nationalism became a 

more powerful force, the most prolific exponents of American nationalism did not adhere to 

the belief of the total abandonment of Europe. Beard quotes George Bancroft, the most 

important historian of the era, who was eagerly interested in the impact of the American 

experiment on other parts of the world: “The defense of public liberty,” he wrote, “in our 

halls of legislation penetrates the plains of Poland, is echoed along the mountains of Greece, 

and pierces the darkest night of eastern despotism.”769 Bancroft believed, according to Beard, 

that “America, though indebted to other countries and times for priceless values, had played a 

magnificent role in civilization conceived as the progress of the people, had set worthy 

examples to mankind, and confronted still great opportunities for more splendid 

achievements.”770 Bancroft’s universal understanding of progress, as depicted in The 

American Spirit, was similar to the Beard’s blending of exceptionalism with 

cosmopolitanism. 

Even Emerson, who promoted the idea of a unique American culture throughout his 

life, could not stop gazing toward Europe. He applauded the work of European socialists such 

as Fourier, Owen, Alcott, and Channing. Emerson argued that the goals of Europeans that he 

admired could not be accomplished in Europe. His idea that this realization could only take 

place in the United States, underlined the importance of cultural continuity. 
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 The complex balance between nationalistic temperament and acceptance of European 

influences was more apparent in Beard’s reading of Margaret Fuller, the American critic and 

feminist who had been a correspondent of New York Tribune in Europe. Fuller’s appearance 

in The American Spirit is illuminative of Beard’s position on the matter: Fuller, he stressed, 

“had come to believe that American aims and social accomplishments represented an advance 

in humanity’s history.” But this did not mean that previous stages in the history of progress 

had to be refuted or condemned. On the contrary, “earlier phases of its [humanity’s history] 

experience were not to be despised; that on the contrary they were to be understood in 

relation to the whole course of human wisdom.” Beard did not hide Fuller’s distress with the 

failures of Europe: “the more her knowledge enlarged the firmer grew her belief that a wide 

and deep chasm separated American life and its purposes from those of the Old World.”771 

Her criticism of Europe was harsh. Yet, Beard quoted her writing that “still, Europe toils and 

struggles with her idea, and, at this moment, all things bode and declare a new outbreak of the 

fire, to destroy the old palace of crime!”772 Like Beard, Fuller believed that Americans had to 

support progressive forces in the Old World. More importantly, she was adamant in her 

stance that Americans should never neglect Europe: “The American in Europe,” she wrote, 

“if a thinking mind, can only become more American...The thinking American [is] a man 

who, recognizing the immense advantage of being born to a new world and on a virgin soil, 

yet does not wish one seed from the past to be lost. He is anxious to gather and carry back 

with him every plant that will bear a new climate and a new culture.”773 Fuller’s 

argumentation suggested that good Americans should never forget Europe. In a way, only by 

preserving a sense of continuity, Americans could improve themselves. No civilization can be 

born and reach perfection in a vacuum. 

                                           
771 Beard and Beard, The American Spirit, 210. 
772 Margaret Fuller quoted in Beard and Beard, The American Spirit, 211. 
773 Margaret Fuller quoted in Beard and Beard, The American Spirit, 213. 
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Crucially the links between the two worlds were never completely broken. Beard’s 

argument was that the New World’s novelty was based on the American ability to elaborate 

upon European patterns and, eventually, to improve them. In this respect, although the last 

chapters of the book promoted an isolationist position in foreign affairs, it is safe to say that 

Beard was critical of Europe only when the question was America’s political and military 

intervention in the Old World. He did not reject the European past of the United States per se. 

Beard’s emphasis on thinkers such as Condorcet, Guizot, and the European socialists, 

challenges Strout’s argument that The American Spirit presented Europeans as potentially 

dangerous for America. Strout’s argument is based on the fact that the later chapters of The 

American Spirit promoted the idea of isolationism as a prescription of foreign policy. The 

main contradiction that dominated the last volume of the Beardian magnum opus was the 

conflict between the elements of Beard’s universalism, which, as we have seen, had not 

completely subsided, and his call for an end to American interventionism. The evil 

protagonist of The American Spirit were not Europeans per se, as Strout suggests, but only 

the kind of Europeans who promoted internationalism as a prescription for foreign policy, an 

idea that Beard came to reject as futile. Americans such as Josiah Strong and Alfred Thayer 

Mahan, who promoted interventionism as a basis for empire, were just as dangerous for 

Beard. Nevertheless, it is true that Beard’s thought in this book was very problematic. By 

simultaneously accepting as heroes internationalists such as Condorcet and Guizot, and 

rejecting as dangerous the Marxists and the liberal internationalists, his book reveals a kind of 

mental confusion. His consistent interest in Europe was opposed to his calls for isolationism. 

If he was so interested in Europe, how could he expect from his countrymen to abandon the 

Old World? In fact, as this chapter has argued so far, he did not desire such a thing. 

 This is obvious in the chapter entitled “Nature and Incidence of Foreign Criticisms,” 

probably the most anti-internationalist part of the volume. It is here that Beard unleashes his 
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attack on internationalism. The chapter echoes much of Beard’s anxiety about European 

criticism of American civilization, as it had been expressed in The American Invasion of 

Europe, back in 1929. Nevertheless, Beard did not target internationalism in general: his 

target was internationalism as a mean of foreign policy, an ideology which implied that the 

United States had to actively intervene in Europe’s affairs. For Beard, the false ideologies 

that promoted this notion were Marxism and liberal internationalism. It was at this point that 

Beard abandoned Marx as he considered the internationalist tendencies of his theory 

dangerous for the United States. This theory could tempt Americans into foreign adventurism 

on the basis of an ideology and not of pragmatic national interest. He felt that he now had to 

oppose his former inspiration. “The idea of civilization in the United States” he wrote, “came 

into collision with two other ideas bidding for acceptance, both foreign in center of interest 

even when expounded by Americans: the idea of Marxian communism and the idea of 

internationalism here described as ‘general’ to differentiate it from the communist type of 

internationalism.”774 This was a major contradiction with his past writings in which he had 

accepted several elements of both ideologies as valid and enhancing for the American 

experience. Indeed, eager to stress his belief that the United States should stay out of world 

affairs, Beard even challenged the notion of universal history —a notion which himself had 

accepted in the first chapters of the very same book and which was part of Beard’s 

historiographical philosophy. This time, afraid of America’s participation in another world 

war, Beard considered both ideas as dangerous threats posed against American civilization.775 

At this point in his argument, Beard seemed like a nationalist. Still, even in this case, 

he was unable to reject every internationalist force. By contradicting himself, he showed that 

throughout the world there was severe opposition against the internationalist theories that he 

opposed. But, subconsciously, he stressed the transnational nature of this opposition: 
                                           
774 Beard and Beard, The American Spirit, 456. 
775 Beard and Beard, The American Spirit, 457. 
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“Internationalists,” he wrote, “met difficulty in discovering any other great nations — British, 

German, French, Italian, Prussian, or Japanese — which had renounced or were prepared to 

renounce their sovereignty in the interest of the world order.”776 Even without realizing it, 

Beard noted that nationalism was a transnational idea as it was transmitted throughout the 

world. This was itself proof that the world was interconnected and that ideas would not stop 

at borders. 

If at the end of his career Beard accepted the idea that the United States should be left 

alone and avoid participation in the Second World War, this was because he was afraid that 

such an endeavor could endanger democracy in the United States and the bright example it 

offered to the rest of the world. “I should like to see the world at peace, a world of highly 

civilized peoples as nations using their talents and resources to make the true, the good, the 

beautiful, and the useful prevail more widely,” he wrote in The Republic.777 However, he 

argued, this was not something achievable during his lifetime. It was a kind or realistic 

pessimism that guided his thoughts rather than chauvinistic isolationism. It was this mentality 

that led him to write his polemics against intervention and to attack FDR’s foreign policy as 

dangerous for the United States in his later writings which eventually destroyed his career as 

his liberal audience abandoned him.778 These writings led many to accuse him of 

downplaying the aggressive policies of Germany, Italy, and Japan during the war.779 As 

Ronald Radosh notes, however, “Beard did not deny the expansionist nature of the fascists 

powers. His heresy was that he did not exclude the United States from similar charges. Beard 

                                           
776 Beard and Beard, The American Spirit, 465-466. 
777 Charles A. Beard, The Republic: Conversations on Fundamentals (New York: The Viking Press, 

1943), 327. 
778 Charles A. Beard, The Republic, 330. See Charles A. Beard, American Foreign Policy in the 

Making, 1932-1940: A Study in Responsibilities (New York: Macmillan, 1946) and Charles A. Beard, 

President Roosevelt and the Coming of the War, 1941: A Study in Appearances and Realities (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1948). 
779 For such criticism see Samuel Eliot Morison, “Did Roosevelt Start the War? History Through a 

Beard, Atlantic Monthly 182 (Aug., 1948): 91-97. 
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did not view the United States as unique, as a nation uninterested in power and concerned 

only with attainment of peace and justice...”780 In a way, Beard’s criticism of FDR’s foreign 

policy was another of his attempts to criticize American exceptionalism. 

Moreover, his critics were misguided by Beard’s emphasis on foreign policy. His 

endorsement of an inclusive understanding of the world was evident in the form in which The 

Republic was written. An oddity in Beard’s cannon, The Republic paid homage to one of the 

intellectual founders of western civilization: Plato.781 Indeed, the book was, stylistically, a 

tribute to Plato’s work and the only piece that Beard wrote in the form of literature: it was a 

book written in a conversational way in which Beard and his wife discuss American politics 

with friends and relatives. In its pages, Beard, like another Socrates, listens to opinions of 

others and then offers his knowledge and experience in order to reach crucial conclusions in 

important topics ranging from the nature of the American republic to foreign policy. Plato’s 

Republic is often mentioned in the text, thus leaving the reader with no doubt about Beard’s 

influences. Thus, despite the fact that the book advocated the idea of a unique American 

civilization, its form suggests that Beard still needed to draw examples from the European 

past in order to formulate his arguments. Europe was still a reference culture for Beard, even 

at the moment he was certain that the United States had become a dominant cultural 

paradigm for the Old World. As had been the case throughout his life, he was discovering 

reciprocal influences and exchange of ideas between the two sides of the Atlantic at the end 

of his career.  

 

                                           
780 Ronald Radosh, Prophets on the Right: Profiles of Conservative Critics on American Globalism 

(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1975), 41. 
781 The similarity between Beard’s work with that of Plato is obvious. It has been noted by one 

reviewer. See: Charles S Sydnor, “The Republic. Conversations on Fundamentals. By Charles Beard,” 

Political Science Quarterly 58, no. 4 (Dec.,1943), 607. 
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Conclusion 

 

Beard’s work on American civilization verified his willingness to stress the importance of the 

United States in world history. In this respect, he emphasized the transnational foundations of 

American civilization and the mutual influences between the two sides of the Atlantic. 

Militaristic adventures in the Old World had to be avoided, Beard argued. But cultural 

pluralism and exchanges of ideas had to remain strong. The country that was once just an 

outpost of European colonial powers had, at last, created its own formidable civilization that 

had to be respected. In order for this to happen, Americans had to struggle so that they could 

project their own achievements toward the Old World. Europeans had to acknowledge the 

importance of the New World, in the same way that Americans had accepted European 

preponderance. By combining their achievements, all nations of the western world were 

going to gaze upon the challenges of the future together, as members of cultures that shared 

similar characteristics. Beard’s work on American civilization was essentially an argument in 

favor of a western civilization under the energetic influence of the American nation. 
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Conclusion: Rising from Europe 

 

Throughout his life, Charles Beard struggled to make sense of the United States. His efforts 

made clear to him that the only way to understand the history of his country was to explore it 

through the lens of world history. His own life experiences greatly contributed to the 

development of this transnational outlook. From England to Yugoslavia and even outside 

Europe, in Tokyo, his trips led him to examine a variety of cultures and discover their 

differences and similarities. More importantly, he was able to understand that similarities 

were far more important than differentiation and that in a highly globalized and industrialized 

world, in which people and ideas were crossing borders on a daily basis, interconnectedness 

was the key to comprehend the social and political challenges of the early twentieth century. 

As one of the founders of the New History, which developed into Progressive history, 

Beard was conversant with European thinkers and a student of Eurocentric interpretations of 

American history. He had read most of the classic works of European literature, history, and 

philosophy, and for some time he was a Marxist who popularized, in the United States, the 

economic interpretation of history. His intellectual indebtedness to Europe is evident 

throughout his work and he himself was never afraid to emphasize it. He was also aware of 

theories that explained the development of the United States in a European context, such as 

the germ theory or the imperial school of American history. Although he discarded the racist 

elements of these theories, he remained, throughout his life, enchanted by their transatlantic 

persuasion. 

 In his writings, Beard was eager to use both Europe and the United States as 

reference cultures. He could not see these worlds apart from each other. Continuity, he 

believed, was a fundamental element in the study of history. In his early work, he delved into 
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European history not only because of his personal attachment to the Old World, but because 

he strongly believed that the knowledge and the wisdom that Americans could acquire by 

studying Europe were essential to the progress of the United States. Civilization had a long 

history in Europe, he knew, and by adopting the positive elements of European history, while 

neglecting the negative ones, the United States could become an exceptional country, not as 

the outcome of some divine plan but as the result of a careful study of the Old World. In this 

respect, the vision of a United States as a superior country was not based on sheer chauvinism 

but on cosmopolitanism. Americans had to study the European past and be informed about 

the European present in order to be able to create such an American future. As a result, when 

Beard was thinking of the United States as an exceptional country, he did not consider an 

isolated nation. His vision envisaged the construction of an American civilization that would 

improve upon its European inheritance. In this respect, Beard’s exceptionalism was, in 

essence, an anti-exceptional concept. 

Moreover, he was adamant in his belief that even when the rise of American 

civilization had reached its highest point, the United States was obliged to keep the links with 

the Old World alive. By becoming a Jeffersonian empire of liberty, a city upon a hill for all 

the world to see, the United States was going to repay its intellectual debt to Europe. Beard 

thought that progressive Europeans would grab their chance at importing the forward-looking 

message of the United States. The establishment of democracy on the European continent, 

after the First World War, seemed to validate his hopes. 

It was the fear of another involvement in the battlefields of Europe that made him 

critical of American entanglements with European power politics and turned him into a 

supporter of isolationism in foreign policy. However, debates over American foreign policy 

were only a small part of Beard’s work. For him, isolationism, as an instrument in foreign 

policy, was never the equivalent of cultural detachment. It was, actually, a product of his 
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most sincere fear: if, by entering another European war, the American experiment was halted, 

then this would have repercussions throughout the world. The fall of the United States would 

mean that Europe, and the rest of the world, remained without a cultural example from which 

they could profit. For Beard, isolationism was simply a tool to protect his vision, which was a 

cosmopolitan world characterized by transnational cultural influences. 

In essence, as this study had demonstrated, Beard was a transnational historian who 

forcefully discarded myths of exceptionalism and superiority. He believed that both Europe 

and the United States had much to win by respecting each other’s cultures and, at the same 

time, allow themselves to be inspired by what they saw at the other side of the Atlantic. As 

many commentators before and after him, Beard, in many cases, saw the reflection of the 

United States when he gazed at Europe. Sometimes he saw at the other shore what he wished 

to see in America. On other occasions, he discovered there developments which he hoped 

would never cross the Atlantic. However, his insistence that Americans had to keep looking 

at the Old World, and his call to Europeans to fix, at last, their eyes on the New World, made 

Beard one of the early founders of transnational history. In his work, present day scholars of 

transnational American studies will find, besides inspiration, many important remarks worthy 

of exploration. 
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CONCLUSION: THE TRANSATLANTIC PERSUASION OF TURNER AND BEARD 

 

This dissertation has examined and re-evaluated the work of Frederick Jackson Turner and 

Charles Beard. It has attempted to move beyond the dominant but outdated nation-centric 

interpretations of these iconic Progressive Era historians by using three theoretical concepts: 

transnationalism, which focuses on connections that transcend national borders; imagology, 

which explores mental maps and subjective conceptions of reality, and, the concept of 

reference cultures, which addresses the idea during certain historical periods several cultures 

have acted as powerful models that other cultures have imitated, adapted, or discarded. 

Turner and Beard lived during a time when the United States emerged as a global 

power. As their country was struggling to cope with its new international role, they embarked 

on an intellectual journey to explore the essence of their country’s historical narrative. At first 

sight, their work is a study of the origins and the characteristics that made the United States 

exceptional. However, as this study has demonstrated, they also both engaged in an 

intellectual dialogue with Europe, as they realized that the history of the United States could 

not be studied in isolation. Even when their historical writings diverged towards American 

exceptionalism, they remained convinced that continuity and interconnectedness are 

fundamental aspects of relations between people and, in extension, between civilizations. As 

the pioneers of Progressive history, they issued a call for an inclusive reading of American 

history in a European context. In this respect, they were early founders of the transnational 

historiographical tradition. 

This particular reading of Turner and Beard corrects a long-held misinterpretation of 

and a nation-centric approach to their work which has ignored the internationalist times in 

which they lived. Both historians were educated in a New World that held the Old one in high 

esteem. Despite the currency of myths of exceptionalism, uniqueness, and superiority, most 
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intellectuals of the Progressive Era had never forgotten their cultural indebtedness to Europe. 

Turner and Beard’s scholarly journey testifies to this simple, yet often forgotten, truth. They 

were both products of the nineteenth-century American education system, which, in the field 

of humanities, relied heavily on a long European intellectual tradition. In their libraries and 

classrooms, they met Ancient Greece and Rome and encountered great advances in human 

thought, the achievements and horrors of European imperialism, and, last but not least, with 

European inheritance of their own country. Their mentality was formed by the writings of 

great European thinkers and of many Americans who, like themselves, had reflected on 

Europe and had tried to make sense of what it means to be a citizen of a New World. 

At the beginning of their academic careers, they came into contact with 

historiographical projects that emphasized those transatlantic connections. They had been 

taught about the Germanic origins of their country’s democratic institutions, about the  

“germs” of the Teutonic forests which were transplanted onto American soil where they 

developed into American democracy. They read studies that analyzed the United States in the 

context of British imperialism and they explored the writings of great American historians 

such as Bancroft and Parkman who, even when they described the United States as the 

culmination of human progress, reflected upon the European origins of the country. Turner 

and Beard never forgot that even the first American historians, who tried to construct a 

national history for the United States, were writing about European adventures on American 

soil. This was a country that was forged in the mold of Europe. For Turner and Beard this 

was an accepted truth that shined through their work, even when they were writing about the 

exceptional frontier society or the rise of a unique American civilization. 

Their writings reflected this concept of America, especially in their youth when the 

notion of Europe dominated as a powerful cultural force. Both historians invited Americans 

to carefully reflect on European history, to be alert to the political developments of the Old 
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World, and, most importantly, to be ready to accept and import into the United States all the 

positive elements they could detect in the countries beyond the Atlantic. As historians, they 

were excited about the stories of greatness of the European past. As Progressives, they were 

ready to import into the United States ideas which they thought could improve the conditions 

in their own country. Whether they were describing the glory of antiquity or praising 

European socialism, they were basically engaging in the same endeavor, one that invited 

connections between the two sides of the Atlantic. Theirs was an open-minded call for 

internationalism. 

The persistence in which Europe appears as a reference culture in Turner and Beard’s 

work challenges the idea that they were isolationists. To properly comprehend their stance, 

this dissertation has argued that we have to carefully examine their writings. When Turner 

described the significance of the American frontier in the formation of a unique American 

nationality by comparing it with the role of the Mediterranean in the greatness of ancient 

Greek civilization, he articulated a case for both exceptionalism and transnationalism, in 

which the preponderance of the European paradigm compensated for exceptionalism in his 

reflections. Without the European context, Turner would have never been able to properly 

articulate what the American frontier was in the first place. Beard’s work is also filled with 

similar references to European examples that stand out as crucial reference points that made 

the construction of American history possible. 

It is this preponderance of Europe in their work that has led to the fundamental 

arguments about the Turnerian paradox and Beard’s unexceptional exceptionalism outlined in 

this study. It is significant that both historians came to believe that the United States was 

destined to become a powerful culture, in the same way that Europe had been in the past. Due 

to the shift in the balance of power in the Atlantic world, especially after the First World 

War, they became convinced that their country was becoming a powerful actor in world 
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affairs. Yet, according to Beard and Turner, the nature of this exceptionalism was not 

chauvinistic. What characterized the United States’ exceptionalism were its ideas of 

democracy, freedom, and the pursuit of happiness, made possible by the material abundance 

of the country. Yet, such a nation could not thrive in isolation. Both historians believed that 

the paradigm of the United States had to be projected to the Old World and they were certain 

that Europe was ready to welcome this American influence.  

The rise of democracy in most of the European countries after the War seemed to 

show the validity and relevance of their argument: In this sense, the United States was 

becoming a reference culture for the Old World and the greatness of America could only be 

accomplished by interconnectedness with Europe. The exchange of ideas and trade were 

fundamental aspects of the transatlantic relation. Even Beard, who in the last years of his 

career decried American political interference in European affairs, believed that under certain 

conditions trade with Europe should be continued. He sincerely hoped that Europeans would 

welcome and profit from the American example. Obviously, after the adoption of American 

traits by Europe, the United States would no longer be exceptional, in the same way that the 

United States lost part of the supposed exceptionalism which was based on the agrarian myth, 

once it entered its own era of industrialization. This was, indeed, a unique understanding of 

exceptionalism, based on continuity rather than on discontinuity. Their impressive intellectual 

project attempted to formulate a narrative of American exceptionalism that fitted the rising 

internationalist mentality of the American intelligentsia at the beginning of the twentieth 

century. 

Both historians defended this perspective, despite their differences. As we have seen, 

Turner began as a full-blown Europeanist who turned to his notion of American 

exceptionalism in his studies of the frontier, only to endorse internationalism once more in 

his hope that European nations could be taught how to conduct international politics by 
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American standards. Beard was a proper internationalist throughout his life, until the bitter 

times when he became afraid that another participation in a world war was dangerous for his 

country. Yet, he supported isolationism not because he wanted the United States to become a 

culturally isolated village beyond the ocean, but because he was afraid that the destruction of 

the American experiment would doom both continents: without a thriving democratic United 

States, which example could Europe imitate? The difference in attitude was merely based on 

their different lifespans. Turner did not live to see the Second World War and hoped, after the 

conclusion of the First World War, that mankind could work a way toward some kind of 

permanent peace. Although he was aware of the limitations of the human condition, his 

proposal to Wilson for a Kantian peace project indicated an element of idealism. Beard, who 

was dismissed from his university due to free speech restrictions during the First World War, 

was more sceptical as he saw the winds of war blowing from Nazi Germany. Yet, despite 

these differences, both historians were adamant that Americans had to keep their eyes fixed 

toward the Old World hoping that it would, at some point, imitate the American cultural 

paradigm. 

This study focused on Beard and Turner as two of the most influential figures of 

American Progressive history. Yet it should be underlined that their transnational mentality 

was in vogue throughout the Progressive movement. Public intellectuals like Herbert Croly 

had used European examples to promote the idea of a strong federal government. Cultural 

pluralists like Randolph Bourne and Horace Kallen had welcomed the idea of an inclusive 

country where immigrants from Europe would be welcome. African American scholars and 

activists such as W.E.B Du Bois had studied in Europe and brought innovative research 

techniques from the Old World back to the United States. It is most intriguing that even 

scholars of the more conservative branch of Progressivism were caught in a permanent 

cultural dialogue with both Europe and the rest of the world. The Progressive sociologist 
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Edward Alsworth Ross, a pioneer in criminology and exponent of immigration restrictions, 

had for instance forcefully argued against the immigration of peoples from Eastern and 

Southern Europe, as well as from other non-western countries. Yet, in one of his most 

chauvinistic studies about this subject he wrote: “we could have helped the Chinese a little by 

letting their surplus millions swarm in upon us a generation ago; but we have helped them 

infinitely more by protecting our standards and having something worth their copying when 

the time came.”782 This argument was similar to Beard and Turner’s for the United States as a 

reference culture. Nor did Ross, forget that the United States still needed to explore the Old 

World. Many of his writings were about Soviet Russia while he participated in the Dewey 

Commission, a committee of American Progressives that was formed with the purpose of 

clearing Leon Trotsky from all the charges against him in the Moscow Trials. Thus, even 

conservative Progressives were deeply interested in European affairs.783 

In this broader respect, this study hopes to initiate further research on the transnational 

elements of Progressivism. Both Americanists and Europeanists will profit by exploring the 

rich intellectual inheritance of the period, while having in mind the trend of 

interconnectedness which characterized Beard and Turner’s writings and which was in the air 

throughout their lifetime. By re-reading the works of the period and by re-appraising the 

ideas of scholars who have been characterized as isolationists, we may be surprised to 

discover a different narrative that establishes important connections between the United 

States and the world. With analytical tools such as transnationalism, imagology, and 

reference cultures at hand, we are now in a position to properly re-consider the period and re-

evaluate what we know about the Progressive Era as a whole. Turner, who argued that “each 

age writes the history of the past anew with reference to the conditions uppermost in its own 

                                           
782 Edward Alsworth Ross, The Old World in the New: The Significance of Past and Present 

Immigration to the American People (New York: The Century Co., 1914), preface. 
783 See Edward Alsworth Ross, Russia in Upheaval (New York: The Century Co., 1918) and Edward 

Alsworth Ross, The Russian Bolshevik Revolution (New York: The Century Co., 1921). 
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time,” and Beard, who stressed that no sword could cut the web of international relations 

during his lifetime, would have gladly endorsed such a project. 
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Summary in Dutch  

 

Deze studie gaat na op welke manieren Frederick Jackson Turner en Charles Beard, twee van 

de meest invloedrijke Amerikaanse geschiedschrijvers uit Amerika’s “Progressive era”, zin 

en betekenis gaven aan de “Oude Wereld”.  Latere beschouwers zien Turner en Beard 

traditioneel als exponenten van Amerikaans exceptionalisme en isolationisme. Deze studie 

betoogt dat een nauwgezette lezing van hun werk aan de hand van theoretische benaderingen 

zoals transnationalisme, imagologie, en het begrip referentiecultuur deze traditionele 

plaatsing van het werk van Turner en Beard niet ondersteunt en dat beide historici zich hun 

hele wetenschappelijke carriere diepgaand met Europa bezighielden. Europa strekte beiden 

tot “referentiecultuur”, een referentiepunt dat beiden gebruikten bij hun afmeting van de rol 

van de Verenigde Staten als land en als cultuur. Beiden beschouwden de Verenigde Staten als 

een opkomende politieke, economische, militaire, en culturele macht, maar zij hielden 

consequent vol dat de plaats van hun land, uitzonderlijk als zij was, alleen van betekenis kon 

zijn op het wereldtoneel als hun land cultureel verweven zou blijven op dat internationale 

toneel. Zo gezien was de opvatting van beide historici van Amerika’s exceptionalisme er een 

die een inclusief transatlanticisme voorop zette en niet een Amerikaans isolationisme. 

De Introductie betoogt dat hoewel in de afgelopen jaren historici elementen van 

transatlanticisme alsmede de culturele uitwisselingen tussen Europa en Amerika gedurende 

de Progressive Era hebben verkend, de studie van de Amerikaanse geschiedschrijving in de 

geest van dat tijdvak gevangen is gebleven in nationale kaders. Als gevolg hiervan heeft de 

plaatsing van Turner en Beard als nationalistische geschiedschrijvers  stand gehouden. Aan 

de hand van denkbeelden inzake transnationalisme, die verhoudingen en betrekkingen op het 

wereldtoneel los zien van nationale grenzen, aan de hand ook van denkbeelden ontleend aan 

de imagologie (de studie van de beelden die een samenleving van zichzelf en andere 

samenlevingen vormt), en tenslotte het denkbeeld van “reference cultures” (als methode van 

studie van culturen die mettertijd krachtige, en onontkoombare, modellen zijn gaan vormen 

ter navolging dan wel afwijzing door andere samenlevingen), wil deze studie het beeld van de 

geschiedschrijving in de Progressive Era herzien. Dit met het doel het in wezen 

transatlantische denken van de “Progressive” historici bloot te leggen. Het belang van deze 

exercitie is meerledig. Zij belicht de langere geschiedenis van de transatlantische intellectuele 

dialoog, een dialoog tussen de Nieuwe en de Oude Wereld; zij belicht ook hoe deze 

geschiedenis heeft doorgeklonken in de opkomst van de Verenigde Staten als wereldmacht. 

En tenslotte laat de analyse zien hoe deze hoofdthema’s van de transatlantische dialoog zich 

verhouden tot huidige ontwikkelingen in de V.S., met de opkomst van nationalistische 

sentimenten en de verkiezing van een Amerikaanse president onder het banier van een 

herlevend isolationsme als leidraad voor nationaal beleid. 

Deel 1 verkent de denkbeelden omtrent Europa in Frederick Jackson Turners geschriften, van 

zijn vroege jaren in Portage, Wisconsin, tot de afsluiting van zijn carriere als een van 

Amerika’s meest uiitnemende historici. Daar zien we dat, hoewel Turners naam verbonden is 

geraakt met de “frontier” these - Turners lievelingstheorie, die beklemtoont hoe Europese 
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immigranten tot Amerikanen werden bij het veroveren van het Westen - Turners theorie 

hierover sinds zijn ontstaan altijd beschouwd is als een  van de grondleggende documenten 

van het Amerikaanse exceptionalisme. Maar in feite stond Turners denken veel meer open 

voor Europese invloeden dan men op grond van zijn onderstelde exceptionalisme zou 

denken. Voor het grootste deel van zijn carriere heeft Turner Europa gezien als een cultureel 

referentiepunt voor de Verenigde Staten. Dit leidt tot het concept van de Turner paradox: het 

denkbeeld dat de Verenigde Staten bestemd was een van de allergrootste naties ter wereld te 

worden nam niet weg dat Amerika’s grootheid afgemeten zou worden aan standaarden 

ontwikkeld in de Oude Wereld. Bovendien dichtte Turner Amerika de verantwoordelijkheid 

toe zelf zijn positieve aspecten aan de rest van de wereld voor te houden, in de verwachting 

dat de rest van de wereld, Europa in het bijzonder, daar ontvankelijk voor zou zijn.  

Hoofdstuk 1 gaat in op Frederick Jackson Turners vormende jaren en beschouwt het belang 

van Europa als denkbeeld in Turners vroege vorming en academische carriere. Het 

beklemtoont de invloed van zijn geestelijke vaders, William Frances Allen en Herbert Baxter 

Adams, van wie de laatste naam had gemaakt met zijn kiemceltheorie (de theorie over de 

Germaanse kiemen van Amerika’s instituties). Het hoofdstuk richt de aandacht op het 

ontstaan van de Turner paradox, zoals tot uitdrukking gebracht in Turners proefschrift en zijn 

vroege geschrift over “The Significance of History”, werkstukken die beide het belang 

onderstrepen van Europa als voorbeeld voor de Verenigde Staten. Het hoofdstuk betoogt dat 

Turner een historicus was die er in zijn werk de voorkeur aan gaf continuiteiten te bestuderen 

veeleer dan discontinuiteiten.  

Hoofdstuk 2 richt zich op de de Europese trekken van Turners “frontier” these. Het betoogt 

dat, hoewel de Turner-these het proces van Amerikanisering centraal stelt in de Westwaartse 

trek van vroege Europese pioniers, niettemin theoretische denkbeelden afkomstig uit Europa, 

inzake evolutionisme en de beschikbaarheid van vrij en open land, meespeelden. Het 

hoofdstuk onderstreept de parallellen tussen Turners denkbeelden over de Frontier-ervaring 

en soortgelijke ervaringen in de Europese geschiedenis en beklemtoont dat Turner nooit zijn 

these had kunnen opwerpen zonder voorbeelden uit de Oude Wereld in zijn overwegingen te 

betrekken. Het onderstreept ook dat Turner besefte dat de industrialisering en technische 

vooruitgang van die tijd de Verenigde Staten omvormden tot een moderne natie zoals ook 

met Europese naties gebeurde, en dat Turner zich afvroeg hoe Amerika’s democratische 

experiment behouden kon worden in tijden van toenemende internationale vervlechting.  

Hoofdstuk 3 gaat in op Turners theorie van het sectionalisme en de culminatie van de Turner 

paradox. Turners verkenning van de Verenigde Staten als een land bestaande uit secties – 

“sections” – welke in zijn ogen het equivalent vormden van naties in Europa, bracht hem tot 

het argument dat de voornaamste politieke conflicten tussen deze secties het patroon van de 

Amerikaanse geschiedenis opleverden. Zoals hij het zag, resulteerden deze conflicten in een 

machtsevenwicht, net als tussen landen in Europa. Hij geloofde tegelijkertijd dat de reden 

waarom deze secties niet voortdurend in onderlinge oorlogen verwikkeld waren, te vinden 

was in het Amerikaanse politieke systeem en speciaal in de nationale politieke partijen die 

fungeerden als een elastische band die de zorg en bescherming van de belangen van 
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minderheden in elke sectie afzonderlijk moest dienen. Het hoofdstuk legt nadruk op Turners 

suggestie aan Woodrow Wilson inzake een plan voor Europese organisatie, na de Eerste 

Wereldoorlog, waarin de nadruk zou moeten liggen op de oprichting van internationale 

politieke partijen wier taak het zou zijn de conflicterende belangen van de Europese natie-

staten te behartigen en te verenigen. In die zin, door het Amerikaanse systeem ten voorbeeld 

te stellen aan Europa, voltooide Turner zijn intellectuele verkenningen van de verhoudingen 

tussen de twee continentale machten: hij gaf Amerika nu zijn plaats als referentiecultuur voor 

de Oude Wereld. Turner had de verschuiving in de machtsbalans gezien die zich gedurende 

en na de Eerste Wereldoorlog had voltrokken. Hij trok hieruit de slotsom dat Amerika als 

nieuwe machtsfactor de leiding van de Westelijke wereld aan zich moet trekken en niet 

Europa aan zijn lot over zou moeten laten. 

Deel 2 van dit proefschrift geeft een Europese verklaring voor Charles Austin Beard als 

intellectueel fenomeen. Het geeft aan dat hoewel men zich Beard herinnert als een fervent 

woordvoerder voor de zaak van het Amerikaanse isolationisme, vooral op basis van zijn 

latere geschriften, hij in feite gedurende het grootste deel van zijn carriere een vurige 

internationalist was, die de noodzaak voor zijn land onderstreepte zich ontvankelijk te tonen 

voor positieve Europese invloeden. In dat verband komt ook uit dat zelfs in zijn 

isolationistische fase Beard niet opriep tot een culturele losmaking van de twee werelden aan 

weerszijden van de Atlantische Oceaan – zelfs Beards isolationisme was een teken van zijn 

aanhoudende betrokkenheid bij Europa. 

Hoofdstuk 4 gaat de rol na van Europa in het vroege werk van Beard. Het betoogt dat de 

Oude Wereld van fundamenteel belang was geweest in Beards intellectuele vorming; zijn 

jeugdjaren hadden in het teken gestaan van een klassieke vorming die een beeld had 

nagelaten van een roemrijke Oudheid zoals af te lezen aan de voorbeelden van Athene en 

Rome. Het doet ook uitkomen hoe Beards kennis van Engeland, door bezoeken aan dat land 

en door lectuur, hem besef bijbrachten van de  moderniserende en samenbindende werking 

van de industriële revolutie op Westerse samenlevingen. Het hoofdstuk richt zich op Beards 

wederwaardigheden in Engeland, op zijn kennisneming van het werk van denkers als John 

Ruskin, op zijn geloof in de scholing van de arbeidende klasse, en tenslotte ook op zijn 

bijdrage aan de stroming van de New History, een historiografische school die historische 

continuiteit benadrukte en de klemtoon legde op het belang van wereldgeschiedenis. Het 

hoofdstuk maakt tevens duidelijk dat Beard, net als Turner, zijn intellectuele loopbaan begon 

met de beschouwing van Europa als een referentiecultuur voor Amerika in de late 

negentiende eeuw en zijn loopbaan afrondde met een pleidooi dat Europeanen nu, na afloop 

van de Eerste Wereldoorlog, Amerikaanse voorbeelden moesten overnemen. 

Hoofdstuk 5 gaat in op Beards geschriften over de geschiedenis van Europa. Het geeft aan dat 

Beard in zijn vroege jaren een cosmopolitisch historicus was die de banden tussen Amerika 

en Europa beklemtoonde en geloofde in de progressieve bestemming van de ontwikkeling 

van de mensheid. Het hoofdstuk laat het anti-exceptionalisme in Beards visie uitkomen, zoals 

naar voren treedt in zijn invloedrijke An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of the 
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United States, of ook moge blijken uit de Europese intellectuele invloeden op zijn werk en uit 

werk dat de Europese achtergrond van de Verenigde Staten belicht. 

Hoofdstuk 6 stelt centraal Beards idee van een Amerikaanse beschavingsvorm, uniek, maar 

niet zonder verband met de wereld. Het gaat Beards pogingen na om die eigen Amerikaanse 

beschaving te definiëren en zijn opschuiving naar isolationisme in de laatste fase van zijn 

loopbaan. Het hoofdstuk laat ook zien hoe, ondanks Beards vrees dat Amerikaanse aanzetten 

tot internationalisme en imperialisme een gevaar vormden voor Amerika’s democratische 

experiment, Beard nooit zijn geloof  verloor in de banden tussen de Oude en de Nieuwe 

Wereld. Hij ontkende nooit het bestaan van invloeden over en weer tussen Europa en 

Amerika. Zijn isolationisme was in feite gestoeld op zijn culturele pluralisme: Hij geloofde 

dat de Verenigde Staten een land waren dat er in geslaagd was de positieve elementen die het 

van Europa geërfd had te vervolmaken. Zijn taak was nu zijn democratische cultuur te 

beschermen opdat Europa nu, op zijn beurt, zou kunnen leren van de Amerikaanse ervaring. 

De Conclusie van het boek biedt een samenvatting van de belangrijkste bevindingen van het 

onderzoek. 

 

(Translation: Rob Kroes) 
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