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C R O S S C U R R E N TS
A BIRD’S EYE VIEW

CROSSCURRENTS is and in-depth guide to the art of 
historical interpretation and argument for Advanced 
Placement and college-level history courses. 

By bridging the gap between historical and rhetorical 
thinking and writing skills, CROSSCURRENTS serves 
as an interdisciplinary guide to engaging in meaning-
ful inquiry with primary and secondary sources and 
writing strong academic essays. CROSSCURRENTS is 
founded on the belief shared by both authors—a “his-
tory” teacher and an “English” teacher—that by find-
ing the crosscurrents between disciplines, we provide 
students with richer practice and greater capacity to 
develop skills and creativity.

Primary Aims

•	 An interdisciplinary approach to reading and 
writing that deepens student learning, with an 
emphasis on the relationship between reading, 
thinking, and writing

•	 How to read a text both historically and rhetorically. 
The two different forms of inline annotation are 
denoted by icons:

	   
HISTORICAL  
ANNOTATIONS   

RHETORICAL  
ANNOTATIONS

•	 How to apply principles of argumentation and 
rhetoric to historical argument in AP U.S. History, 
AP World History, and AP European History

•	 How to find the best available means to make your 
arguments credible and persuasive in support of 
the AP History writing rubrics

Basic Framework

Chapters 1–5 feature the purpose and application of 
Aristotle’s Common Topics, which serve as the frame-
work for all written arguments. The final chapter fea-
tures a sample Document-Based Question (DBQ) with 
responses that illustrate the interplay of the Common 
Topics and creative ways of using multiple strategies in 
your toolkit.

Chapter Topic

1 Definition
2 Circumstance
3 Comparison
4 Relationship
5 Testimony
6 Putting It All Together

Chapter Features

•	 Instruction on how the Common Topic in focus 
applies to history and critical thinking 

•	 Sample argument prompts with readings for AP 
U.S. History, AP World History, and AP European 
History

•	 Historical and rhetorical annotations on a 
range of primary and secondary texts, including 
historiography, biography, speech, artwork, film, 
and poetry

•	 Integration of the official 6 Historical Thinking 
Skills and 3 Reasoning Processes

•	 Templates to facilitate student thinking and writing

•	 Sample student responses that illustrate the 
Advanced Placement History rubrics (including 
the updates for the 2024 exam)

•	 Cross-references to earlier and later chapters, in 
order to enhance student approaches to reading 
and writing

The Companion Website

Visit the CROSSCURRENTS companion website for 
additional resources. Subscribe to the CROSSCUR-
RENTS mailing list to be notified of new resources as 
they become available. 

https://www.sherpalearning.com/crosscurrents



Copyright © 2024, Sherpa Learning	 iii

CONTENTS

Author Acknowledgments...................................................................................................................................... ix

About the Authors................................................................................................................................................... ix

Preface........................................................................................................................................................................x

Writing Historical Arguments.................................................................................................................................xi

Why Must We Read History?...................................................................................................................................xi

A Note on Historiography.......................................................................................................................................xi

Aristotle’s Common Topics.....................................................................................................................................xii

AP® Skills Correlation............................................................................................................................................. xiii

The Structure of the Text...................................................................................................................................... xiv

CHAPTER 1:  DEFINITIONS	
What is a Definition?................................................................................................................................................1

Why Does It Matter for Oneself? And for Others?.................................................................................................2

Deconstructing Historical Argument through Definitions.................................................................................4

READINGS AND SAMPLE PROMPTS........................................................................... 5

United States History Examples.............................................................................................................................5

Frederick Jackson Turner, frontier talk, 1890............................................................................................................5

Trails: Toward a New Western History, 1991..............................................................................................................7

European History Examples....................................................................................................................................9

Immanuel Kant, What is Enlightenment, 1784.........................................................................................................9

Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Women, 1792..........................................................................11

World History Examples.........................................................................................................................................13

Crane Brinton, The Anatomy of Revolution, 1938...................................................................................................13

Mahatma Gandhi, speech at his trial,1922............................................................................................................14

TEMPLATES................................................................................................................. 16

SAMPLE STUDENT ESSAY.......................................................................................... 18

Sample Student Essay for Chapter 1....................................................................................................................18

Limited Response: Introduction Only.....................................................................................................................21

Takeaways................................................................................................................................................................22



iv	 Photocopying is Prohibited

CROSSCURRENTS

CHAPTER 2:  CIRCUMSTANCE
What is Circumstance?...........................................................................................................................................23

1) The Rhetorical Triangle......................................................................................................................................23

2) The 3 I’s: Individual, Institution, Ideology..........................................................................................................24

  Elizabeth Cady Stanton, “A Declarartion of Sentiments,” speech, 1848.............................................................24

3) Audience Expectations......................................................................................................................................25

  Sojourner Truth, “Ain’t I a Woman?” speech, 1851.............................................................................................25

4) �Possible and Impossible, or Relying on Past Precedent......................................................................................25

  John F. Kennedy’s Inaugural Address, 1961......................................................................................................26

  Alfred M. Green, April 1861..............................................................................................................................27

Why Does It Matter for Oneself? And for Others?...............................................................................................28

Deconstructing Historical Argument through Circumstance...........................................................................29

SAMPLE PROMPTS & READINGS .............................................................................. 30

European History Examples..................................................................................................................................30

Image: Johannes Kepler’s Rudolphine Tables........................................................................................................31

Letter from Galileo, 1615.......................................................................................................................................33

Circumstance as Era...............................................................................................................................................34

Steven Shapin, The Scientific Revolution, 1996.......................................................................................................36

World History Examples.........................................................................................................................................37

Map: Global Trade Routes, 1650–1750.................................................................................................................37

Map: Silk Routes...................................................................................................................................................38

Letter from Tokugawa Ieyasu, 1609.......................................................................................................................40

Adam Clulow, The Company and the Shogun: The Dutch Encounter with Tokugawa Japan, 2014.............................41

United States History Examples...........................................................................................................................42

Abraham Lincoln, Charleston, 1858 ......................................................................................................................44

Abraham Lincoln, Galesburg, 1858........................................................................................................................44

Circumstance—A Wider Lens...............................................................................................................................45

Abraham Lincoln, letter to Horace Greeley, 1862...................................................................................................46

James Oakes, The Crooked Path to Abolition: Abraham Lincoln and the Antislavery Constitution, 2021....................48

Frederick Douglass, oration in memory of Abraham Lincoln, 1876........................................................................49

TEMPLATES................................................................................................................. 50



Copyright © 2024, Sherpa Learning	 v

CONTENTS

SAMPLE STUDENT ESSAY.......................................................................................... 53

Sample Student Essay for Chapter 2....................................................................................................................53

Takeaways................................................................................................................................................................55

CHAPTER 3:  COMPARISONS
What is a Comparison?...........................................................................................................................................57

1) Similarities and Differences...............................................................................................................................57

2) Determining Key Factors...................................................................................................................................57

Why Does It Matter for Oneself? And for Others?...............................................................................................58

Understanding Degree..........................................................................................................................................59

  Florence Kelley, speech, 1905...........................................................................................................................59

Making Predictions................................................................................................................................................60

  Scott Russell Sanders, Staying Put: Making a Home in a Restless World, 1993...................................................60

Deconstructing Historical Argument through Comparisons............................................................................61

READINGS AND SAMPLE PROMPTS ........................................................................ 62

World History Examples.........................................................................................................................................62

Stokstad/Cothren, Art History, 5th Ed., 2014 – Excerpt 1........................................................................................63

Stokstad/Cothren, Art History, 5th Ed., 2014 – Excerpt 2........................................................................................64

Image: Xu Daoning, Fisherman’s Evening Song (detail), ca. 1049..........................................................................65

Image: Xia Gui, Pure and Remote View of Streams and Mountains (detail), ca. early 1200s...................................66

Image: Dome of the Rock, Al-Aqsa Mosque, Jerusalem, ca. 1020s.......................................................................68

Image: Sultan Muhammad, The Court of Gayumers, 1522–1525.........................................................................70

United States History Examples...........................................................................................................................72

Image: “The Gap in the Bridge,” political cartoon, Punch, 1919............................................................................74

U.S. Neutrality Act, 1937........................................................................................................................................75

President Truman to Joint Session of U.S. Congress, March 12, 1947......................................................................77

U.S. National Security Act, 1947............................................................................................................................78

John Lewis Gaddis, The Cold War: A New History, 2005...........................................................................................80

European History Examples..................................................................................................................................82

Chart: Spread of Railways in Seven Selected Countries, 1840–1900....................................................................82

Chart: World Manufacturing Output, 1750–1900................................................................................................83



vi	 Photocopying is Prohibited

CROSSCURRENTS

Robert L. Heilbroner, The Making of Economic Society, 1980..................................................................................84

Peter N. Stearns, The Industrial Revolution in World History, 1993..........................................................................85

TEMPLATES................................................................................................................. 87

SAMPLE STUDENT ESSAY.......................................................................................... 90

Sample Student Essay for Chapter 3....................................................................................................................90

Takeaways................................................................................................................................................................92

CHAPTER 4:  RELATIONSHIPS
What is a Relationship?..........................................................................................................................................93

1) Cause and Effect................................................................................................................................................94

  Margaret Chase Smith, “The Declaration of Conscience,” 1950..........................................................................94

2) Contrariness, Contradictions, and Counterarguments........................................................................................95

  Patrick Henry, “Give Me Liberty or Give Me Death,” 1775..................................................................................95

3) Problem–Cause/Effect–Solution.......................................................................................................................97

  Wendell Phillips, speech supporting Toussaint Louverture, 1861......................................................................98

  John F. Kennedy’s Inaugural Address, 1961......................................................................................................98

  Alfred M. Green, speech, 1861..........................................................................................................................98

Why Does It Matter for Oneself? And for Others?...............................................................................................99

Deconstructing Historical Argument through Relationships..........................................................................99

READINGS AND SAMPLE PROMPTS ......................................................................101

United States History Examples.........................................................................................................................101

Charles Sellers, The Market Revolution: Jacksonian America, 1815–1846, 1991...................................................102

Basil Hall, Travels in North America, in the years 1827 and 1828, 1829.................................................................103

Maria W. Stewart, lecture, Boston, 1832 .............................................................................................................105

European History Examples................................................................................................................................108

Map: Printing Towns of Incunabula, 15th Century...............................................................................................109

Andrew Pettegree, The Book in the Renaissance, 2010.........................................................................................110

World History Examples.......................................................................................................................................113

Ian Kershaw, The Global Age: Europe, 1950–2017, 2018......................................................................................113

Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, 1961 ....................................................................................................115

Film as a Representation of History.....................................................................................................................117



Copyright © 2024, Sherpa Learning	 vii

CONTENTS

Film as Evidence for Social and Cultural History...................................................................................................118

Film as Evidence for Historical Fact......................................................................................................................118

Film as Evidence for the History of Film...............................................................................................................118

Film: The Battle of Algiers, 1966................................................................................................................................

TEMPLATES...............................................................................................................121

SAMPLE STUDENT ESSAYS......................................................................................123

Sample Student Essay #1 for Chapter 4.............................................................................................................123

Sample Student Essay #2 (Body Paragraph Only)............................................................................................125

Takeaways..............................................................................................................................................................126

CHAPTER 5:  TESTIMONY
What is Testimony?...............................................................................................................................................127

1) Using Outside Support, or Synthesis................................................................................................................127

  Lawrence Downes, “Waiting for Crazy Horse,” 2009........................................................................................128

  Maya Lin, “Making the Memorial,” 2000.........................................................................................................128

2) �Reviewing the Appeals—Focus on Ethos, Credibility, and Authority..............................................................129

3) How You Can Use Testimonials.........................................................................................................................130

  Henry David Thoreau, Walden, 1854...............................................................................................................131

4) Credibility, Authority, and the Common Topics................................................................................................132

  Amy Cunningham, “Why Women Smile,” Lear’s magazine, 1993....................................................................133

5) The Role of Imaginative Prose.........................................................................................................................134

6) Types of Evidence.............................................................................................................................................135

Why Does It Matter for Oneself? And for Others?.............................................................................................136

Deconstructing Historical Argument through Testimony..............................................................................136

READINGS AND SAMPLE PROMPTS ......................................................................137

European History Examples................................................................................................................................137

Johannes Junius, mayor of Bamberg, Germany, letter to his daughter, 1628 ......................................................137

Chart: Gender of Accused Witches......................................................................................................................138

Act Against Witchcraft, Scotland, 1563................................................................................................................139

Jeffrey B. Russell, A History of Witchcraft: Sorcerers, Heretics, and Pagans, 1980...................................................140

Chart: Witch Trials..............................................................................................................................................141



viii	 Photocopying is Prohibited

CROSSCURRENTS

Geoffrey Scarre and John Callow, Witchcraft and Magic in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century  
Europe, Studies in European History, 2001...........................................................................................................142

Friedrich Spee von Langenfeld, Cautio Criminalis, or a Book on Witches, 1631......................................................144

World History Examples.......................................................................................................................................147

Edith F. Hurwitz, “The International Sisterhood,” 1977.........................................................................................147

Robert W. Strayer, Ways of the World: A Global History, 2013...............................................................................148

Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, “What Interest Have You, World, in Persecuting Me?” 1692.........................................150

Kishida Toshiko, Excerpt from “Daughters in Boxes” speech, 1883........................................................................151

Qiu Jin, “A Respectful Proclamation to China’s 200 Million Women Comrades,” 1905...........................................152

Huda Sha’arawi, excerpt from the opening address, First Arab Feminist Conference, Cairo, 1944........................153

United States History Examples.........................................................................................................................156

Harvard Sitkoff, The Struggle for Black Equality, 1993..........................................................................................156

Martin Luther King Jr., “Our God is Marching On!” speech, March 25, 1965..........................................................158

John Lewis, speech, Washington, 1963................................................................................................................159

Malcolm X, “Message to the Grassroots,” Detriot, 1963........................................................................................163

TEMPLATES...............................................................................................................166

SAMPLE STUDENT ESSAY........................................................................................168

Sample Student Essay for Chapter 5..................................................................................................................168

Takeaways..............................................................................................................................................................171

CHAPTER 6:  PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER

THE 2023 UPDATED RUBRIC....................................................................................173

SAMPLE DBQ PROMPT AND RUBRIC GUIDE.........................................................174

GUIDE TO THE DOCUMENTS...................................................................................181

SAMPLE STUDENT ESSAYS......................................................................................183

Sample Essay #1....................................................................................................................................................183

Sample Essay #2....................................................................................................................................................187

Final Thoughts.......................................................................................................................................................190

Citations.................................................................................................................................................................191

Also Available from Sherpa Learning.................................................................................................................192



Copyright © 2024, Sherpa Learning	 1

CHAPTER 1
DEFINITIONS

WHAT IS A DEFINITION?

A Definition provides greater direction and reason-
ing for your audience. Think of your argument 

as a river, and your audience follows the flow of your 
reasoning. Providing a Definition is an eddy—a rest-
ing pool for your audience to reflect on your argument, 
consider nuance, and determine your initial thoughts 
about the argument. 

For example, much of the recent arguments about re-
sponses to COVID focused on whether decisions were 
“democratic.” In defending our argument through Def-
inition, we have various options:

1)  Etymology

We could provide the etymology of the word: demos 
(in Greek), which means “the people,” and kratia, 
which means “power or rule.” Understanding the his-
tory of words and how they are used can inform our 
arguments. So, in claiming that giving students the op-
tion of coming to school with a mask is democratic, we 
could rely upon a literal meaning of that word.

Closely related to etymology is what we may call an op-
erational or a procedural definition. We have a sense 
of how things operate because that’s the way it’s been 
done in the past. Democracy means majority rule, yes? 
The will of the people? Routine has a powerful hold on 
our definitions: what does it mean to be “educated”? 
“successful”? “civil”? The institutions that shape your 
lives—schools, family, government—have much to do 
with your definitions of these terms. And even when 
we are presented with indisputable evidence that we 
can and should revise our definitions, our emotional at-
tachments make it hard to sustain our new views. Con-
sider the recent spate of texts that discourage students 
from chasing “bumper sticker” approaches towards 
college and education: Where You Go Is Not Who You’ll 
Be, Gatekeepers, The Years That Matter Most. Yet, will 
these books be enough to get students to reconsider 
their view of what it means to be educated?

2)  Description

But when we are accustomed to hearing the word used 
repeatedly, we may come to accept its meaning without 
returning to that resting spot in the eddy. How can we 
fully know “the rule of the people” when there are no 
answer keys on dealing with COVID? We may need to 
describe what the word means as a way of getting at the 
word’s essence. We may provide more telling details—
e.g., democracy assumes the majority of the people, 
or democracy assumes public welfare over individual 
rights. And just as there are different shades of a color, 
we can also examine different shades (or types) of de-
mocracy: direct democracy, representative democracy, 
constitutional democracy.

3)  Examples

The need to define—or more commonly to re-define—a 
term is often driven by examples, and these examples 
typically serve as precedents to ground our new defini-
tion. Returning to that metaphor of a river, we may see 
the first half of the argument as an examination of how 
public health matters have been handled by a represen-
tative government, be it the Spanish Flu of 1918, the 
polio epidemic, SARS, and now COVID. Of course, ad-
dressing public health issues is only one facet of demo-
cratic rule, and so we return to the eddy to consider 
other factors in understanding the term democratic. 
You may examine the patterns of successes or limita-
tions in how well the crisis is addressed—along with 
the many other responsibilities of a democracy, and 
you broaden your definition of democratic to take into 
account the issue of public health. Does “welfare” en-
tail “public health”? Do my individual freedoms remain 
constant when such actions may adversely impact oth-
ers? In answering these questions we marshal the avail-
able evidence to broaden our understanding of the 
term—in the service of bringing more people over to 
our point of view.

David
Text Box
This chapter has been abridged for the sample.
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4)  Metaphor

The poet Robert Frost 
claimed that all learning is 
based upon metaphor, and it 
is through our ability to con-
ceptualize abstract terms that 
we become more insightful 
and communicative. Consid-
er the opening example of ar-
guments as a river and eddy; 
this is an effort to provide an 
illustrative comparison to an 
abstract concept. Analogies 
serve to elevate an audience 
by providing more concrete 
images that symbolize a larger idea. Metaphors, syn-
onyms, and antonyms also help to define (or illustrate) 
a term. Suppose, for example, you are concerned with 
the economic disparities that our current democracy 
has helped cultivate. You see marginalized groups lack-
ing political access—as a result of laws, precedent, and 
attitudes that our democracy has yet to curtail—and 
you wish to paint a picture for your audience that warns 
against what democracy shouldn’t be. You could say, for 
example, that democracy is “not an expensive restau-
rant,” where only those with privilege and resources 
have access. Socratic reasoning assists here, especially 
as we consider what a concept IS, IS NOT (or argument 
by negation), and what’s RELATED to it.

What Democracy IS, IS NOT, and What’s RELATED

IS IS NOT RELATED
based upon the 
common good

top-down direc-
tives from the fed-
eral government

majority rule

a restaurant willing 
to serve anyone

free from respon-
sibility

public health

compromise economic progress environmental 
safety

WHY DOES IT MATTER FOR 
ONESELF? AND FOR OTHERS?

First and foremost, a definitional move acknowledges 
context. Context changes over time and is determined 
by factors both larger—events, belief systems, laws, 
practices—and smaller—family, relationships, percep-
tions. When writers or speakers use important terms 
in their text, like service or democracy, they are tap-
ping into their audience’s current understanding of 
that term. A writer’s choice to redefine that term in-
vites a recognition that the context has changed, and 
we wish to enlighten our audience to that effect. One of 
the most recognizable examples is The Gettysburg Ad-
dress, where Lincoln redefines the notion of indepen-
dence, originally conceived in 1776, to be a more inclu-
sive moment, and he uses the horrors of the battlefield 
to provide context for his definition. Or in 2023, how 
we understand the meaning of service or welfare may be 
influenced by events such as the Recession of 2008 or 
the 2020 pandemic. Whether it be to identify a histori-
cal time period, contextualize a key term, or evaluate 
a particular policy or ideology, the ability to define—
or more broadly, to re-define—makes your argument 
your own. This is an important point: definitions are in 
service to your larger argument. They are tethered to a 
broader purpose and goal for your intended audience. 
In fact, your ability to recognize previous definitions of 
a key term adds artistry and complexity to your argu-
ment, as you embrace a wider range of perspectives and 
stakeholders.

DECONSTRUCTING HISTORICAL 
ARGUMENT THROUGH DEFINITIONS

You may have observed two or more people arguing 
over an evaluative claim, such as: “Parasite is the best 
movie” or “The Internet is the greatest invention of 
the twentieth century.” Many such arguments do not 
get very far and can descend into raised voices or an-
ger, rather than clarity and mutual understanding. Any 
good argument or debate must begin with defining 
terms. 

The examples above would generally not drive histori-
cal inquiry; however, they highlight the importance of 
precision in evaluating any term or concept. Let’s look 
at a principle often implicit in historical narratives: 
“progress.” Many historians, for example, characterize 
the nineteenth century as an era of impressive progress. 
You’ve likely used this term yourself in conversation or 

AP® TIP
A relevant and pithy quote can 
serve as a powerful indica-
tion of your learning as well 
as distill a complex issue. For 
example, a student may argue 
in an essay on the Thirty Years 
War that it was the “final nail 
in the coffin of medieval Eu-
rope.” Notice how this bon mot 
says so much about the war’s 
transformative effect on poli-
tics and diplomacy.
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writing. Think for a moment what is conjured by the 
term. Perhaps what came to mind first was technol-
ogy; certainly, the nineteenth century witnessed im-
mense advances in technology, often associated with 
the Industrial Revolution. The same is true today: we 
consider our current level of progress as embracing 
many technologies, from smartphones to genetic engi-
neering. The question is whether progress equals tech-
nological advance? Would it be possible for humanity 
to progress without widespread technological innova-
tion? Or, on the other hand, for technological dyna-
mism to cause regression? [Spoiler alert: this question 
is answered by Anthony Doerr.] Even College Board 
AP® Prompts have explicitly asked for definitional ar-
guments. For example, on the 2023 U.S. History DBQ 
prompt students were asked to write about the changes 
to the definition of citizenship between 1865 and 1920.

As noted above, there are distinct ways of defining con-
cepts. In historical argument, an effective definition 
should: 1) break down the term into its component 
parts, 2) be situated in historical context, 3) be precise 
and neutral, and 4) avoid using the term in the defini-
tion. Conceptual analysis is much like chemical analy-
sis: breaking a thing down into its essential components. 
For example, water is made of hydrogen and oxygen, 
and a bachelor is composed of being unmarried and 
male. All concepts have essential (or necessary) and suf-
ficient characteristics. An essential characteristic is one 
without which the term in question wouldn’t be what it 
is. A bachelor could not be married, or he would not be 
a bachelor. But being unmarried is not sufficient to be 
a bachelor; one must also be a male. Therefore, being 
unmarried and being male are the necessary and suf-
ficient conditions for being a bachelor. Let’s return to 
the notion of progress.

READINGS AND SAMPLE PROMPTS

To see the application of Definition in writing, we turn 
to a more specific historical question and associated 
tasks. One of the major concepts defining the history 
of the United States is “the frontier.” Before reading 
further, take a moment and consider what images your 
mind conjures with the term “frontier.”

UNITED STATES HISTORY EXAMPLES

Now we’ll look at a classic Definition of the frontier 
from an influential historian. At the 1893 meeting of 
the American Historical Association, which coincided 
with the famous Columbian World’s Fair in Chicago, 
Frederick Jackson Turner presented an influential talk 

on the frontier. Turner delivered his talk in the context 
of the 1890 Census, which suggested that the American 
frontier no longer existed. For Turner, the “closing of the 
frontier” represented a momentous change in American 
society. Within his talk, Turner laid out the meaning 
and significance of the frontier for American history. 
Keep in mind that Turner’s account serves as a second-
ary source, that is, an interpretive account by a historian, 
which may be based on a primary source (e.g., the 1890 
Census), a first-hand account or document from the pe-
riod in question. However, please note that Turner’s ac-
count could also function as a primary source, for, say, 
the historian investigating attitudes about the American 
west or frontier. As you read the passage below, please 
note the annotations. 

Frederick Jackson Turner, historian, speech to the 
American Historical Association, 1890

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 rep-
resentative government…into complex organs; the 
progress from primitive industrial society, without 
division of labor, up to manufacturing civilization. 

Here Turner establishes the 
location of America’s first 
colonies on the Atlantic coast 
and the notion that historical 
evolution involves the move-
ment toward advanced po-
litical and economic institu-
tions, such as manufacturing.

Turner invokes a familiar (or 
operational) Definition of the 
frontier.

HISTORICAL  
ANNOTATIONS

RHETORICAL  
ANNOTATIONS
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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 develop-
ment has exhibited not merely advance along a single 
line, but a return to primitive conditions on a continu-
ally advancing frontier line, and a new development 
for that area. American social development has been 
continually beginning over again on the frontier. This 
perennial rebirth, this fluidity of American life, this 
expansion westward with its new opportunities, its 
continuous touch with the simplicity of primitive so-
ciety, furnish the forces dominating American char-
acter. The true point of view in the history of this na-
tion is not the Atlantic coast, it is the Great West. Even 
the slavery struggle…occupies its important place in 
American history because of its relation to westward 
expansion.

In this advance, the frontier is the outer edge of 
the wave—the meeting point between savagery and 
civilization. Much has been written about the fron-
tier from the point of view of border warfare and the 
chase, but as a field for the serious study of the econo-
mist and the historian it has been neglected. 

Turner views the encounter 
with the frontier as symbolic 
of the “American character.”

Though the “east” represents 
“civilization,” it is the western 
frontier that defines the is-
sues and course of American 
history.

Though he does not state 
it directly, Turner considers 
the existing Native Ameri-
can peoples, who were pre-
sumably “civilized” by those 
Anglo-Americans expanding 
into the west, as representa-
tive of the savagery of the 
frontier.

Turner’s Definition of frontier 
is in service to his larger ar-
gument about the “American 
character.”

Turner implies that the Amer-
ican “character” features a 
need to civilize the “savages.” 
Note too how Turner’s Defi-
nition depends upon a more 
modern audience, one more 
willing to consider social his-
tory as integral as geographic 
history.

Note how Turner’s “true point 
of view” signals his context 
through which to understand 
America.

APPLICATION & CONVERSATION	 1.1

Based on the passage and the annotations, could 
you now write out a Definition of Turner’s frontier?

Write your response in a separate document. Share 
your insights with your partner once they’ve drafted 
their own response.

For Turner, the frontier is a line, running north-and-
south across the North American continent, dividing 
the established institutions and civilization of the east 
from the undeveloped and open lands of the west, in-
habited only by primitive Indian tribes. Thus, the move-
ment of the frontier means the expansion of American 
freedom and civilization across space and time, culmi-
nating with the dominion of its economic, political, and 
social forms. 

In contrast to the “civilization” 
east of the frontier, the move-
ment of populations into new 
western territories produces a 
return to primitive conditions 
and a new process of devel-
opment.

Note how Turner’s Definition 
introduces key terms. In So-
cratic thinking, we often view 
definitions as what some-
thing is, is not, and what is 
related to it.
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WORLD HISTORY EXAMPLES

For one last exercise in this chapter, we look at World 
History, specifically the idea of revolution. This con-
cept defines many critical moments and eras in history. 
Revolution usually entails a political upheaval, but it can 
also comprise intellectual and cultural transformation. 
Most historical studies on this topic concentrate on a 

single revolution, like the French or Russian, which 
makes sense given the complexity of revolutions in their 
causes, course, and consequences. However, historian 
Crane Brinton wrote a classic study of revolutions (The 
Anatomy of Revolution) in which he attempted to iden-
tify patterns common to each such upheaval. Here’s how 
he defines revolution:

Crane Brinton, American historian,  
The Anatomy of Revolution, 1938

For though we use the noun ‘revolution,’ and 
still more perhaps its adjective ‘revolutionary,’ to in-
dicate a most varied set of changes, we keep in the 
corners of our mind a much more definite meaning, a 
kind of central tough core not eroded out into looser 
strata of meaning. We think of the great overturns in 
previously stable political societies in the past—the 
English Revolution of the 1640s and its sequel in 1688, 
the American Revolution, the French Revolution and 
its nineteenth-century sequels, the Russian Revolu-
tion of 1917 and its twentieth-century sequels; or we 
think of nationalist revolutions like the twentieth-
century revolutions in Ireland and Algeria. We may 
also think of violence and terror, purges and guillo-
tines. But our focus is on drastic, sudden substitution 
of one group in charge of the running of a territorial 
political entity by another group hitherto not running 
that government. There is one further implication: the 
revolutionary substitution of one group for another, if 
not made by actual violent uprising, is made by coup 
d’etat, Putsch, or some other kind of skullduggery. If 
the change is made without violence in a free election, 
as in the British election of 1945 which gave social-
ism power (to most of us Americans a revolutionary 
thing), then the strongest expression the commenta-
tors can allow themselves is the ‘British revolution 
by consent.’ But is a revolution by consent really a 
revolution? 

In this passage, Brinton emphasizes that a revolution 
involves more than merely a change in power, perhaps 
brought about through electoral means, or even an un-
expected shift in policies or those in power. For politi-
cal change to be “revolutionary,” Brinton argues that it 
must involve violence and a sudden change in those 
holding power. Presumably those new to power will not 

be merely a replacement of one clique of persons for an-
other, but new types of persons, perhaps from a differ-
ent social strata or political ideology. In any case, Brin-
ton captures and has likely influenced our Definition of 
revolution: a violent change in the type of government 
and/or social order. 

Brinton acknowledges the 
multiple meanings of the 
term—and perhaps its 
misuse—but aims at a core 
Definition.

Brinton’s exemplification 
continues to distinguish be-
tween ideology and institu-
tion.

In addition to providing ex-
amples to illustrate his Defi-
nition, Brinton looks at the 
relationship between the 
individuals, institutions, and 
ideologies—what we are 
calling the “3 I’s” here. The 
Common Topic of Comparison 
(Ch. 3) examines this distinc-
tion more closely. At its core 
is an argument by negation: 
when and where do our in-
dividuals, institutions, and 
ideologies intersect? And 
what dissonance or tension 
ensues?

By noting these instances of 
revolution, Brinton conjures 
for the reader a series of 
familiar images and associa-
tions with “revolution.”

Revolutions can occur in 
ideas or economic systems, 
but Brinton has in mind those 
political actions that entail 
violent upheaval and the 
replacement of one type of 
regime with another.

HISTORICAL  
ANNOTATIONS

RHETORICAL  
ANNOTATIONS
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Brinton’s work was originally published in 1938, so he 
limits his analysis primarily to European (and Ameri-
can) revolutions. If such a work were published today, it 
would likely include revolutions in Asia and Africa, such 
as those in China (1949) and Iran (1979). The leader of 
the Chinese Communist Revolution, Mao Zedong, of-
fered a well-known and much blunter definition of rev-
olution: “A revolution is not a dinner party, or writing 
an essay, or painting a picture, or doing embroidery; it 
cannot be so refined, so leisurely and gentle, so temper-
ate, kind, courteous, restrained and magnanimous. A 
revolution is an insurrection, an act of violence by which 
one class overthrows another.” Even accounting for the 
pugnacious tone, especially as Mao Zedong’s Definition 
focuses on what a revolution is not, Mao’s perspective 
of revolution coincides largely with Brinton’s Defini-
tion. We can chalk up the difference in tone by not-
ing the power of audience in influencing our message:  
1) Mao was writing to motivate his followers toward 

eliminating their adversaries (the Kuomintang Nation-
alist Party) and 2) Brinton wrote as a historian in a sec-
ondary source focused on dispassionate analysis. [The 
next chapter on the Common Topic of Circumstance 
delves into audience more fully.]

Yet they both agree that any revolution worthy of the 
name entails violence. But is that really the case? Can 
a revolution be effected with non-violence and moral 
means? Precedents exist in the twentieth century for 
(mostly) non-violent yet revolutionary changes in polit-
ical regimes: India’s independence movement, the U.S. 
Civil Rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s, and the 
overthrow of communism in 1989–1990 across Eastern 
Europe. Mahatma Gandhi, who helped lead the Indian 
struggle, famously relied on non-violent resistance to 
British authority. At his 1922 trial for sedition by the 
British government, Gandhi offered a different account 
of revolution:

Mahatma Gandhi, Indian nationalist and activist,  
speech at his trial, 1922

Non-violence is the first article of my faith. It is 
also the last article of my creed. But I had to make my 
choice. I had either to submit to a system which I con-
sidered had done an irreparable harm to my country, 
or incur the risk of the mad fury of my people bursting 
forth when they understood the truth from my lips. I 
know that my people have sometimes gone mad. I am 
deeply sorry for it and I am, therefore, here to submit 
not to a light penalty but to the highest penalty. I do 
not ask for mercy. I do not plead any extenuating act. 
I am here, therefore, to invite and cheerfully submit to 
the highest penalty that can be inflicted upon me for 
what in law is a deliberate crime, and what appears to 
me to be the highest duty of a citizen. The only course 
open to you, the Judge, is, as I am going to say in my 
statement, either to resign your post, or inflict on me 
the severest penalty if you believe that the system and 
law you are assisting to administer are good for the 
people. I do not expect that kind of conversion. But by 
the time I have finished with my statement you will 
have a glimpse of what is raging within my breast to 
run this maddest risk which a sane man can run.

...I believe that I have rendered a service to India 
and England by showing in non-co-operation the way 
out of the unnatural state in which both are living. In 

Notice how Gandhi estab-
lishes ethos with his audi-
ence (fellow Indians and 
perhaps the world watching 
events) by stating his “article 
of faith.” He does this despite 
the percolating anger of his 
countrymen that he senses 
behind him.

One verbal signpost for Defi-
nitions is the “to be” verb. 
When Gandhi posits whether 
the laws ARE good for the 
people, he stakes the claim 
that laws SHOULD be good 
for people. Or, by stating that 
“non-co-operation with evil 
IS as much a duty as co-oper-
ation with good,” he equates 
two distinct approaches to-
wards non-violence.

A hallmark of non-violent 
resistance involves accepting 
the consequences of one’s 
actions, even, and perhaps 
especially, when visited upon 
the revolutionaries by an 
unjust law and government. 
For Gandhi, his punishment 
serves to highlight the injus-
tice of British rule in India. 
Much like King’s Letter from 
the Birmingham Jail.

HISTORICAL  
ANNOTATIONS

RHETORICAL  
ANNOTATIONS
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my opinion, non-co-operation with evil is as much 
a duty as is co-operation with good. But in the past, 
non-co-operation has been deliberately expressed in 
violence to the evil-doer. I am endeavoring to show 
to my countrymen that violent non-co-operation only 
multiplies evil, and that as evil can only be sustained 
by violence, withdrawal of support of evil requires 
complete abstention from violence. Non-violence im-
plies voluntary submission to the penalty for non-co-
operation with evil. I am here, therefore, to invite and 
submit cheerfully to the highest penalty that can be 
inflicted upon me for what in law is deliberate crime, 
and what appears to me to be the highest duty of a 
citizen. 

APPLICATION AND CONVERSATION	 1.7

After reading this passage, summarize the differ-
ences between Mao Zedong’s and Mahatma Gan-
dhi’s views on revolution. In your response, analyze 
the tone of each source in connection to its intend-
ed audience and purpose. 

Write your response in a separate document. Share 
your insights with your partner once they’ve drafted 
their own response.

Gandhi clearly aims at a revolutionary outcome: the 
overthrow of British authority on the Indian subconti-
nent (which includes present-day Pakistan and Bangla-
desh). However, his language, tone, and purpose (in the 
spirit of AP source analysis), especially in contrast with 
Mao, embraces morality and responsibility, eschewing 
violence and vengeance, even against injustice. Your 
writing on the topic will be deepened by a more explicit 
attention to the meaning of revolution. Consider the 
following prompt:

Evaluate the effectiveness of violence in achieving po-
litical change by discussing any two revolutions from 
world history after 1750.

Similar to the previous 
prompts, you are invited to 
step back and define the term 
prior to your argument. Mak-
ing your Definition explicit 
will provide your essay with 
direction and set it up for the 
introduction of complexity, 
by modifying and extend-
ing your argument. When 
you “evaluate,” you make an 
informed judgment, and by 
defining what you mean by 
“revolution,” your argument 
becomes more effective.

APPLICATION & CONVERSATION	 1.8

Create an outline in response to the prompt, with a 
focus on the Definition of “revolution.”

Write your response in a separate document. Share 
your insights with your partner once they’ve drafted 
their own response.

AP® TIP
In the Document-Based Ques-
tion (DBQ) for each history 
course, you will be asked to 
engage in “source analysis” for 
two documents, though you 
may earn the complexity point 
for doing so with four or more 
documents. This requires that 
you consider one or more of 
the following in treating the 
source: 1) how its historical 
context or situation influenced 
the content, 2) how the in-
tended audience or 3) purpose 
influenced the tone or content, 
and 4) how the point of view 
(based on the identity of the 
speaker or author) influenced 
the perspective of the source, 
perhaps including its bias or 
credibility.

Gandhi concludes with pa-
thos, a moving statement of 
how non-cooperation with 
injustice or evil need not 
rely on the same tactics of 
the oppressor. In a nutshell, 
Gandhi aims for the moral 
high ground, indicating that 
his audience is the world, and 
perhaps posterity.
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TEMPLATES
The following templates, some of which are modeled by the authors of the excerpts in this chapter, 
provide you with language to help incorporate definitional arguments.

Templates that introduce a dominant perspective, often by  
introducing patterns or past precedents:

•	 Traditionally, ideas about ________ were ________.

•	 Many have often considered the definition of X to be ________.

•	 The reason why ________ definition has been so enduring is ________.

Author Model:	 Crane Brinton

We think of the great overturns in previously stable political societies in the 
past—the English Revolution of the 1640s and its sequel in 1688, the Ameri-
can Revolution, the French Revolution and its nineteenth-century sequels, the 
Russian Revolution of 1917 and its twentieth-century sequels; or we think of 
nationalist revolutions like the twentieth-century revolutions in Ireland and 
Algeria. We may also think of violence and terror, purges and guillotines.

From [historical event #1], to [#2], to [#3], the definition of ________ has  
been ________.

Template 1.A

Templates that introduce a new perspective, or an extension:

•	 Contrary to popular belief, ________ carries another meaning:

•	 A review of history, especially in light of ________, suggests a new definition 
for ________:

•	 While [stakeholder #1] may define X as ________, what [stakeholder #2] also 
incorporates is ________.

Author Model:	 Frederick Jackson Turner

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. 

Thus, X not only includes ________, but also ________.

Template 1.B
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SAMPLE STUDENT ESSAY

Evaluate the role of the frontier in promoting equality in the period 1846–1890. 

We have added annotations to the student sample essay below and—for those of you taking an AP® 
History course—noted the ways in which the response earned points on the Long Essay Question 
(LEQ) rubric.

With these examples in mind, we turn back to the first 
prompt: 

Evaluate the role of the frontier in promoting equal-
ity in the period 1846–1890. 

APPLICATION & CONVERSATION	 1.9

If you have taken a course in U.S. History, we invite 
you to write a response, perhaps under timed cir-
cumstances of 40–45 minutes, to this question.

Write your response in a separate document. When 
finished, you are invited to compare your response to 
the one below. Share your insights with your partner 
once they’ve drafted their own response. 

Sample Student Essay for Chapter 1

American history has been defined by expan-
sion, first across the open frontier and then overseas, 
with the gaining of colonies. Politicians justified this 
expansion with the idea of “Manifest Destiny,” the 
right of white Americans to conquer and “civilize” 
the lands under the control of Mexicans and Indians. 
Frederick Jackson Turner viewed the frontier in the 
traditional way: as a line moving west that carried 
with it civilization into unsettled and primitive lands. 
Yet, there are other ways of looking at the frontier. 
Many would argue that the frontier is a space of in-
teraction, between many different groups, including 
African-Americans, women, Indians, and Mexicans. 
This interaction was not one of equality, however. The 
frontier only provided equality for those associated 
with the Manifest Destiny idea, while those who al-
ready settled this “virgin territory” lost land and sta-
tus.

This move introduces a new 
perspective.

In several sentences, the re-
sponse provides ample his-
torical context by specific ref-
erences to developments in 
U.S. History, such as Manifest 
Destiny, Turner, and various 
social groups affected.  +1 
point for Contextualiza-
tion

Note the use of negation 
here.

The response establishes a 
complex line of argument 
by noting groups who both 
gained in equality and those 
left behind by the process of 
settlement.  +1 point for 
Thesis

RHETORICAL  
ANNOTATIONS

HISTORICAL  
ANNOTATIONS
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The issue of westward expansion dominated 
American politics in the first half of the nineteenth 
century, especially after the Louisiana Purchase. Set-
tlers moved west in search of lands for agriculture, 
fur trading, and ranching. Some groups, like the Mor-
mons, moved west after facing religious persecution. 
Soon after settlers came railroads and new territories 
that aimed to become states. This issue of new states 
became a major source of conflict after the Mexican-
American War added huge swaths of new territory to 
the United States. Many southerners saw these new 
lands as ideal places for the extension of slave labor 
and the production of cotton, as happened in states 
like Texas and Arkansas. Of course, this was a nega-
tive for African Americans. However, after the Civil 
War, many African Americans served as “Buffalo Sol-
diers” in the west, which helped convince the gov-
ernment to give them the vote with the 15th Amend-
ment. Also, since women were scarce on the frontier, 
many territories, like Wyoming, granted women the 
vote long before it became a national law. Therefore, 
it’s clear that many groups, like persecuted religions, 
women, and African Americans gained a degree of 
equality by moving to the frontier.

Not all groups achieved equality on the fron-
tier. The interaction of cultures in the west actually 
worked against the peoples who already lived there. 
The white man’s version of the frontier as a lawless 
and unsettled space ignored that much of the west 
had been occupied by the Native Americans for thou-
sands of years and Mexicans (Spanish) for hundreds of 
years. Many saw the Mexican-American War, begun 
by President Polk, as a land-grab. In fact, Abraham 
Lincoln demanded as a Congressman that Polk spec-
ify where U.S. troops had supposedly been attacked 
by the Mexican Army in his “Spot Resolutions.” Few 
paid attention, as this war was very popular, since it 
added so much territory to the U.S. It did provoke 
more heated debates about slavery; for example, the 
Wilmot Proviso attempted to prohibit the spread of 
slavery into these new territories. But this bill never 
passed the Senate, and other acts, like Kansas-Ne-
braska, just raised the stakes leading up to the Civil 
War. The spread of slavery into the west certainly 

Both body paragraphs pro-
vide significant historical 
content and demonstrate 
mastery of chronology. The 
sample discusses numerous 
examples connecting the 
frontier to religious groups, 
the Civil War, women’s suf-
frage, Indian removal, and 
African Americans. Further, 
the response continues with 
its line of argument in how 
it distinguishes diverging im-
pacts of westward expansion 
on these groups.  +2 points 
for evidence;  +1 point 
for addressing reasoning 
process of CCOT

The bulk of the Definition 
rests with well-chosen ex-
amples in these body para-
graphs.
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didn’t help African Americans, nor did it enhance the 
equality of Indians and Mexicans. Mexico lost much 
of its territory to the United States, which left Native 
Americans as the next victims. With railroads and the 
discovery of gold and silver in the west (like the Black 
Hills in South Dakota), white Americans poured into 
these lands. The U.S. government broke treaty after 
treaty promising to set aside and protect Indian land. 
In addition, the U.S. army engaged in massacres, 
like at Sand Creek and Wounded Knee. Even though 
Custer and his cavalry were killed at Little Big Horn, 
this victory only delayed the inevitable: the loss of all 
Indian independence. Clearly, the frontier was not a 
place of equality for those groups on the “wrong side 
of the line .”

As Turner noted, the American frontier “closed” 
as of the 1890 Census, which is right around when 
Geronimo, the leader of the Apaches, was captured. 
Though Turner’s thesis ignores the idea of cultural 
interaction, it also neglects the important role of the 
environment and ecological impact in the settling 
of the west. The U.S. government enacted laws that 
made land cheap to settle, as long as those peoples 
improved it by setting up farms or ranches. Also, rail-
roads and mining companies were given easy if not 
free access to land for it to be exploited for the de-
velopment of the economy and linking up the U.S. 
coast-to-coast. Though these policies helped make the 
United States a world leader, they also created envi-
ronmental problems in the west that still exist today, 
such as chemical contamination, water shortages, 
and desertification. Some groups did gain equality 
and improved status because they contributed to this 
progress of settlement; however, those groups who 
interacted with the land in different ways certainly 
did not benefit. 

Note how the writer builds to 
the thesis; the introduction 
frames the Definition and 
then reinforces the Definition 
with a clear distinction from 
older to newer perspectives.

By acknowledging the on-
going tension as a result of 
the land policies, the writer 
contextualizes the argument. 
The Definition is supported 
by contemporary examples.

The response effectively 
returns to the notion of the 
frontier and offers multiple 
Definitions of the concept, 
both Turner’s and the New 
Western History, albeit im-
plicitly. In addition, the es-
say effectively modifies and 
extends its argument by 
connecting the topic to an 
additional theme, Geogra-
phy and the Environment, 
that was not the basis of 
the prompt.  +1 point for 
Complexity (which was like-
ly already earned for applying 
four or more examples to the 
argument)
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