
The problem of the West is nothing less than the problem of American development. A glance at the map of the Unit-
ed States reveals the truth. To write of a “Western sectionalism,” bounded on the east by the Alleghanies, is, in it-
self, to proclaim the writer a provincial. What is the West? What has it been in American life? To have the answers 
to these questions, is to understand the most significant features of the United States of to-day. The West, at bottom, 
is a form of society, rather than an area. It is the term applied to the region whose social conditions result from 
the application of older institutions and ideas to the transforming influences of free land. By this application, a 
new environment is suddenly entered, freedom of opportunity is opened, the cake of custom is broken, and new activi-
ties, new lines of growth, new institutions and new ideals, are brought into existence. The wilderness disappears, the 
“West” proper passes on to a new frontier, and in the former area, a new society has emerged from its contact with 
the backwoods. Gradually this society loses its primitive conditions, and assimilates itself to the type of the older 
social conditions of the East; but it bears within it enduring and distinguishing survivals of its frontier experi-
ence. Decade after decade, West after West, this rebirth of American society has gone on, has left its traces behind it, 
and has reacted on the East. The history of our political institutions, our democracy, is not a history of imitation, 
of simple borrowing; it is a history of the evolution and adaptation of organs in response to changed environment, a 
history of the origin of new political species. In this sense, therefore, the West has been a constructive force of the 
highest significance in our life. To use the words of that acute and widely informed observer, Mr. Bryce, “The West is 
the most American part of America. . . . What Europe is to Asia, what America is to England, that the Western States 
and Territories are to the Atlantic States.” The West, as a phase of social organization, began with the Atlantic coast, 
and passed across the continent. But the colonial tide-water area was in close touch with the Old World, and soon lost 
its Western aspects. In the middle of the eighteenth century, the newer social conditions appeared along the upper 
waters of the tributaries of the Atlantic. Here it was that the West took on its distinguishing features, and trans-
mitted frontier traits and ideals to this area in later days. On the coast, were the fishermen and skippers, the mer-
chants and planters, with eyes turned toward Europe. Beyond the falls of the rivers were the pioneer farmers, largely 
of non-English stock, Scotch-Irish and German. They constituted a distinct people, and may be regarded as an expan-
sion of the social and economic life of the middle region into the back country of the South. These frontiersmen were 
the ancestors of Boone, Andrew Jackson, Calhoun, Clay, and Lincoln. Washington and Jefferson were profoundly affected 
by these frontier conditions. The forest clearings have been the seed plots of American character. In the Revolution-
ary days, the settlers crossed the Alleghanies and put a barrier between them and the coast. They became, to use their 
phrases, “the men of the Western waters,” the heirs of the “Western world.” In this era, the backwoodsmen, all along 
the western slopes of the mountains, with a keen sense of the difference between them and the dwellers on the coast, 
demanded organization into independent States of the Union. Self-government was their ideal. Said one of their rude, 
but energetic petitions for statehood: “Some of our fellow-citizens may think we are not able to conduct our affairs 
and consult our interests; but if our society is rude, much wisdom is not necessary to supply our wants, and a fool 
can sometimes put on his clothes better than a wise man can do it for him.” This forest philosophy is the philosophy 
of American democracy. But the men of the coast were not ready to admit its implications. They apportioned the State 
legislatures so that the property-holding minority of the tide-water lands were able to outvote the more populous 
back countries. A similar system was proposed by Federalists in the constitutional convention of 1787. Gouverneur Mor-
ris, arguing in favor of basing representation on property as well as numbers, declared that “he looked forward, also, 
to that range of new States which would soon be formed in the West. He thought the rule of representation ought to 
be so fixed, as to secure to the Atlantic States a prevalence in the national councils.” “The new States,” said he, “will 
know less of the public interest than these; will have an interest in many respects different; in particular will be 
little scrupulous of involving the community in wars, the burdens and operations of which would fall chiefly on the 
maritime States. Provision ought, therefore, to be made to prevent the maritime States from being hereafter outvot-
ed by them.” He added that the Western country “would not be able to furnish men equally enlightened to share in 
the administration of our common interests. The busy haunts of men, not the remote wilderness, was the proper school 
of political talents. If the Western people get power into their hands, they will ruin the Atlantic interest. The back 
members are always most averse to the best measures.” Add to these utterances of Gouverneur Morris the impassioned 
protest of Josiah Quincy, of Massachusetts, in the debates in the House of Representatives, on the admission of Louisi-
ana. Referring to the discussion over the slave votes and the West in the constitutional convention, he declared, “Sup-
pose, then, that it had been distinctly foreseen that, in addition to the effect of this weight, the whole population 
of a world beyond the Mississippi was to be brought into this and the other branch of the legislature, to form our 
laws, control our rights, and decide our destiny. Sir, can it be pretended that the patriots of that day would for one 
moment have listened to it? . . . They had not taken degrees at the hospital of idiocy. . . . Why, sir, I have already 
heard of six States, and some say there will be, at no great distant time, more. I have also heard that the mouth of 
the Ohio will be far to the east of the center of the contemplated empire. . . . You have no authority to throw the 
rights and property of this people into ‘hotch-pot’ with the wild men on the Missouri, nor with the mixed, though 
more respectable, race of Anglo-Hispano-Gallo-Americans who bask on the sands in the mouth of the Mississippi. . . . Do 
you suppose the people of the Northern and Atlantic States will, or ought to, look on with patience and see Represen-
tatives and Senators from the Red River and Missouri, pouring themselves upon this and the other floor, managing the 
concerns of a seaboard sense of its corresponding responsibilities; a community in which the passion for war may eas-
ily be excited ences destructive to many of the gains of civilization. Remote from the opportunity for systematic ed-
ucation, substituting a log hut in the forest-clearing for the social comforts of the town, he suffered hardships and 
home, was inclined to reproach the conservative sect
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