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The Uses Of Environmental History

William Cronon
University of Wisconsin-Madison

When 1 first started teaching a lecture course on American
environmental history at Yale over half a decade ago, I came to the
end of the semester feeling that despite all the rough spots and gaps,
it had gone as well as I could have expected. My ordinary practice on
such occasions is to distribute teaching cvaluations during the
penultimate week of classes so I can read students’ comments and
report back to them on what they collectively scc as the strengths and
weaknesses of the course. When I did this for the new environmental
history class, [ was taken aback to discover that despite my students’
enthusiasm for the course, the vast majority scemed profoundly
depressed by what they had lcarned in'it. 1 was unpreparced for this
reaction. What my students had apparently concluded from their
encounter with my subject was that the American environment had
gone from good to bad in an unrelentingly depressing story that left
little or no hope for the future. Because my own feclings about the
matler were not nearly so bleak, I had not intended to lead students to
this dreary conclusion, and the more I thought about it, the more it
secemed lo me that I had no right to end the coursc on such a note.
Whether or not my students’ sense of despair was justified, I did not
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think it was a particularly uscful emotion, cither personally or
politically. To conclude that the environmental past tcaches the
hopelessness of the environmental future struck me as a profoundly
disempowering lesson—albeit a potentially sclf-fulfilling onc—and |
felt that my responsibility both as a teacher and as someone who cares
about the future must be to resist such a conclusion.

I therefore wrote a final lecture that ended the class on a
deliberately upbeat note with a very personal sct of reflections about
lessons 1 had extracted from my study of environmental history—the
morals I drew from its storiecs—and the reasons why I continue to
remain hopeful despite all the apparent reasons for feeling otherwisc.
Leaving aside my own worrics about the appropriateness of
temporarily turning my lectern into the secular cquivalent of a pulpit,
I'm persuaded that it was the right thing to do, for my students
seemed genuinely grateful for this unusual bout of sermonizing on
my part. I still end my environmental history coursc with a similar
lecture. And yet I also think there’s something odd about an academic
subject that scems to require such an antidote against despair.
Certainly I've never felt the need for a comparable closing lecture in
my classes on the history of the American West, where I suspect that a
residuc of frontier optimism and high spiritedness somchow combine
with moral outrage and regional pride to produce more ambiguous
lessons. Because I've also encountered this sense of despair not just
among students but among rcaders as well, I think it’s worth asking
why environmental history seems regularly to provoke such a
response. A more general way of framing the question is to ask how
our study of the environmental past affects our sense of the
environmental present and future. Perhaps the simplest way to put
this is just to ask: what are the uscs of environmental history?!

Do practitioners of environmental history have special reason
to worry about their ficld’s uscfulness? Yes. Like the scveral other
“new” histories born or reenergjized in the wake of the 1960s—women'’s
history, African-Amecrican history, Chicano history, gay and lesbian
history, and the new social history generally—environmental history
has always had an undeniable relation to the political movement that
helped spawn it. The majority (but not quite all) of thosc who become
environmental historians tend also to regard themsclves as
cnvironmentalists. And so it is no accident that many of the most
important works in the field approach their subjects with explicitly
present-day concerns. Any number of environmental historics have
clearly been framed to make contemporary political interventions.
Roderick Nash’s Wilderness and the American Mind has played a
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uﬁm:m:nu:n role in helping frame debates about wilderness protection
in the three decades since its publication.? Samucl Hays's Conscrvation
and the m...omn& of Efficiency and Beauty, Health, and Permanence though
less obviously partisan in their politics than Nash’s book, mmomr just
as Mx.violczu\ to major trends in conservation and environmental
.vo::nm in the twenticth century.> Among the most consistentl
interventionist of environmental historians has been Donald <<o~.m~ow~
SWTOmo unflinching moral vision has never failed to produce works om
history that arc also passionatcly committed to change. Nature's
mnc:o:G. critiqued the twenticth-century evolution of ecological science
by moo.r5m to rchabilitate an older natural-history tradition that had
fallen into disrepute with many modern ecologists, while Dust Bow!
w:m mmemwm of Empire located the origins of environmental degradation
in capitalist world-views and modes of production that arc as alive in
the present as they have been in the past. Carolyn Merchant joined
<<.o_,m~o.. in bringing an environmentalist perspective to the history of
scicnce, but combined it with a more feminist approach to ar wwm:
”ZR Death of Nature that western science has harmed nature and Em%go:
in mm.ﬁm:o_ ways; her Radical Ecology, though less historical, is still more
activist in its efforts to intervenc in contemporary vo_:mnm_ struggles.®
m<o:.mnro~m~.m whose work has been less oxv:nm:w political 7m<m
consciously sought to make it relevant to contemporary environmental
concerns. Jocl Tarr’s many studics of pollution and waste streams
rm<.o always aimed to address the concerns of contemporar
ﬁo:ﬂlﬁmronm\ while Steven Pyne’s cpic histories of fire :m<w
no:m_mnnazv\ tried to persuade present-day resource managers of the
complexity of their task.! Pyne has even gone so far as to author a
textbook on fire management practices” And so on and on. The list
of Mcmr interventions is long, and applics in varying degrees to the
majority of historians who work in this field. So I think we can take it
as a given that many if not most environmental historians aspire to
nw::..c:_o to contemporary environmental politics: they want their
histories to be useful not just in helping us understand the past, but in
helping us change the future. P

The Problem of Audience

How successful have we been at this? Or to put it a little Iess
comfortably, just how uscful have our contributions been so far? (For
now, I lecave aside the even more uncomfortable question om how
:.mo?._ we arc being when so many who study our work apparentl

find in it a counsel of despair.) One way to start answering :Smw
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questions is to think about the different audicnces our work has been
intended to address. Questions about whether environmental history
is uscful can only be answered—explicitly or implicitly—rclative to
the people or things we seck to reach and help. Useful to whom?
Whom do we sce as our chief audiences, and how do they define
uscfulness? These are among the most basic questions any wriler or
tcacher can ask. Each of our different audicnces in some sensc
represents a different occasion for uscfulness, with diffcrent
opportunitics and risks that follow from trying to attend to its neceds
and interests. Let me offer a brief guide to the folks I think we've
been trying to reach.

One audience, obviously, is our fellow historians. The number
of major academic and literary prizes won by environmental hislorians
over the past couple decades is proof that our colleagucs have been
paying attention and are at least a little intrigucd by what we've been
up to. With this audience, we have an opportunity to make the case
that “naturc” is a fundamental category of historical analysis, no less
important than—indced, deeply entangled with—class, race, and
gender. Morcover, our project of exploring the human past as part of
a web of systemic relationships within the natural world offers cxciting
opportunitics for sceing things whole at a time when the hislorical
profession scems desperately in need of such synthesis. More than
most of the other “new” histories, environmental history crodes the
boundaries among traditional historical subficlds, be they national or
thematic, and suggests valuable new ways of building bridges among
them. The risk here is much like that of every other academic field: as
a discipline matures, it tends to become ever more self-referential, less
accessible to a wider audience, so that its practitioners increasingly
talk only to cach other. Valuable as it may be for us to demonstrale
that our approach constitutes a significant contribution to academic
history, we must also guard against focusing too narrowly on purcly
disciplinary imperatives that may distract us from larger and more
important agendas.

Much the same thing can be said about our collcagucs in
other academic ficlds, from the humanities to the social and natural
sciences. If the case is strong that environmental history offers an
unusual opportunity for synthesis across historical subficlds, it is
cven ‘stronger for the many other disciplines that analyze
environmental change. Environmental history has alrcady
demonstrated its ability to draw on the insights of radically different
ficlds—ccology, geography, cconomics, anthropology, and many
others—in its attempts to construct a more fully integrated synthesis.
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Morcover, it has generally been far more successful than most allied
disciplines in making these insights available to wider audiences,
probably becausc of the narrative literary styles that remain much
stronger in history than in other academic ficlds? But the risks we face
in spcaking to our non-historical academic colleagues go beyond the
usual danger of academic sclf-referentiality that I have alrcady
mentioned. Quite simply, it takes an awful lot of work to communicate
with collcagucs in other ficlds, and thereare few institutional rewards
for doing so. Onc does not generally get jobs, promotions, or tenurc
by teaching the basics of onc’s own discipline to people on the other
sidc of campus who haven’t thought about history since high school.
Scientists often react to our cclecticism and our contextualized,
narralive styles of explanation with more than a little suspicion that
we lack rigor; in trying to defend oursclves against such suspicions,
we may drift unconsciously toward sceking alicn forms of rigor that
our ficld can never attain. At an even more basic level, to speak to
such folks in the first place, onc has to spend considerable energy just
lcarning their vocabulary—a vocabulary for which most of our fcllow
historians have little usc and less patience. And so the risk we run,
especially if we are young scholars trying to get established in our
own discipling, is to inhabit an intcllectual space so liminal that no
one will adequatcly recognize the merits of our work. In trying to
absorb and respond to the complicated agendas of other disciplines,
we run the risk of not adequately serving our own.”

But the “uscfulness” of environmental history is surcly not
limited to our fcllow academics. If our histories arc to help change
the world, they must reach beyond the walls of the academy to affect
the vicws of people who do more than just study the past. Under this
heading fall many different groups. One is the policymakers, who
represent an especially seductive opportunity. By challenging us to
focus our rescarch on very concrete modern problems, they tempt us
to belicve that the insights we contribute may actually influence the
course of events in the real world. By speaking to power, s0 the story
gocs, we may capture a little of that power for oursclves. And yct
there is considerable risk here too. By taking as our starting point
only the questions that policymakers ask, we may misspecify the
terms of our own analysis, treating as givens the very categorics we
should be subjecting to criticism and thereby ignoring structural causecs
that may not be so mallcable to current policy or management tools.
Worsc, the prospect of wiclding power may tempt us to sce rcality
through the cyes of power. This in turn leads us away from critiques
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that locate the roots of environmental problems in the very power we
are secking to influence or wicld.

Comparable opportunitics and risks attend our cfforts to wrile
history that speaks to environmental activists who may lack formal
power but may be no less involved in the policy process. Since many
environmental historians are uncomfortable with power and can more
readily imaginc protesting a policy than implementing it, they often
sce fellow cnvironmentalists as their natural audience—and indeed
have much to offer that audience. When, for instance, we wrile about
the successes and failures of past organizing cfforts, it’s nicc to think
that our work might empower contemporary movements, helping
them avoid past mistakes by focusing on cfforts and initiatives that
scem most likely to produce positive cnvironmental change. But
much like the policymakers, activists usually carc more about cffective
strategics and usable storics than they do about good history. Both
groups share an instrumental view of the past which entails a scarch
for “what works.” Just as in the policy arena, this intenscly practical
focus may discourage analyscs that explain environmental problems
in relation to deep structural forces that may not be responsive (o
grassroots organizing. Furthermore, activists often scck provocative
storics that can serve as inspiring moral fables with clear heroes and
villains. Neither of these impulses may be conducive to good history,
since they tempt us toward what might be called environmentalist
realism—a genre no more acsthetically pleasing or intcllectually
compelling than socialist realism, and in the long run no morc
cffective.’
If policymakers and activists both constitute dangerously

ht think we would do well to go off in

narrow audiences, one mig
“general

scarch of that holy grail of cross-over academic writing, the
This is high on my own list of priorities, since 1 believe

public.”
understanding

environmental history can profoundly inform public
of contemporary environmental issucs by placing thosc issucs in a
broader historical context. Doing so increases people’s understanding
not just of the environment, but of history itself: the very eccentricity
of our field makes it a highly attractive way to reinvigorate public
interest in history and demonstrate the relevance of the past to the
present. But we all know this is an uphill battle, given the low level of
American public awareness of history in general.  The mistaken
assumplions and romantic myths that many people bring not just to
history but to nature crcate endless distortions and misrcadings that
can defeat even our best intentioned cfforts at education. Morcover,
the public fascination for “newness” (itself a conscquence of short
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memorics and weak historical consciousness) tempts the historian
into bold overstatement and provocative storytelling that potentially
obscure one of the most important qualities of the past: its twinned
strangeness and familiarity, its frequent tendency to pair the most
ordinary causcs with the most extraordinary effects and vice versa. In
the end, our cfforts to provoke the public with “new” storics may
ultimately prove sclf-defeating once those stories too begin to seem
“old.”

But there is perhaps one other, more ultimate audience whose
needs we seck to articulate and whose standards we hope to meet:
non-human nature, the carth itsclf. This will no doubt scem an odd,
cven mystical, item to include on my list, since nature neither specaks
our language nor reads our books and so can’t really be an “audience”
for our work in any meaningful sense. And yet I'm sure that many
environmenlal historians measure the “uscfulness” of what they do
in precisely this way: by whether or not it contributes to the health
and integrity of natural systems.' In this sense, one of the richest and
most exciting challenges of our ficld is the chance to enlist historical
scholarship in the service of improving human relationships with
nature. Simply put, we arc trying to write histories that speak as
much for the carth and the rest of creation as they do for the human
past. And yet inevitably, here too there are deep problems. In trying
to speak on behalf of this non-human audience that can never talk
back in the language we oursclves use, we can never finally be
completely sure that we’ve gotten the story right, or that our own
definition of “usefulness”—a peculiarly human concept if ever there
was one—matches the conditions that drive natural systems.”? Given
the anthropocentrism that governs utilitarianism and narrative alike,
any scarch for the “uscs” to which nature itself might put our
environmental historics is fraught with uncertainty—if not absurdity.

Our conclusions about the problem of audience must thus be
ambiguous. We cannot cscape the dilemma it poscs, for if we fail to
consider just whom we are addressing, our work won’t cven be read,
lot alone be uscful. On the other hand, the competing needs of our
different audicnces can cither tempt us to become so narrowly
academic that we forget what it means to be useful, or encourage us
to become so pragmatic, polemical, or present-minded that we forget
what it means to do good history. In trying to discover the “uses” of
environmental history, we perennially find oursclves between the
Scylla of our disciplinary commitment to the autonomy of the past,
and the Charybdis of our concern about modern problems seemingly
so prodigious that they thrcaten to overwhelm all our traditional
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ways of understanding the tics that link past, present, and futurc.
The difficulty of navigating between the rock of history and the
whirlpool of prophecy in a world where we supposcdly face both the
death of nature and the end of history is no small reason why so many
of our audiences despair after hearing our stories.”

What We’ve Learned

All of this no doubt seems pretty vague and abstract, so let me offer a
more concrete description of the uscful lessons that environmental
historians have thus far taught us in their work. There are two ways
of doing this. I can either tally up a long list of practical lessons that
have important implications for very specific environmental
phenomena, or 1 can make a few much more general obscrvations
about the peculiar benefits that flow from thinking historically as we
consider human relationships with nature. My own preference is for
the latter task, if only because the former is polentially so endless. But
before moving on, let me at least suggest the kinds of practical lessons
I think can be drawn from our work. Here arc just a few of my
personal favorites:

¢ When people buy and sell things in a market, they link
together ccosystems and encourage change, rarcly
understanding the full ccological implications of what
they are doing. Along with many others, this has been a
central concern of my own work, and I can restate it with
onc of a favorite metaphor: the more complicated the
paths in and out of town, the more obscurce they become
and the casicr it is to forget them.™

Tools and technology arc immensely important in shaping
natural environments, but their cffects are powerfully
mediated by the cultures in which they are embedded.™

When people migrate from onc ccosystem o another,
they carry with them other organisms—plants, animals,
microbes—whose success or failure in the new location is
often crucial in determining the success or failurc of the
migration."

e Having learncd to cnjoy the spectacular cffects of an
oxidizing environment, people the world over have long

1993

Such lessons as these are still
arc much more focused:
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been inordinately fond of fire, thereby reshaping the world
around them in the service of their pyromania.”

« Men and women often experience the world in very
different ways, so that onc cannot hope to understand the
way a culture relates to an environment without
examining the ways it engenders the natural world."

« “Idcas of nature...arc the projected ideas of men.”"

* Early conservationists were obsessed with questions of
cconomically cfficient production, while later
cnvironmentalists have been cqually obsessed with
questions of ecologically responsible consumption.’®

« A capitalist cthos, in combination with an economic cycle
of boom and bust and an unusually long drought, was
the principal causc of the environmental disaster known
as the Dust Bowl—and, by extension, of other disasters as
well?

e Pcople mismanage fish (and any other common property
resource) when they misunderstand the dynamics of
ccosystems and apply to them too rigid a definition of
sustainable production.”

« In Amcrican history, the horse was not simply a European
invader, but a complex cultural entity that became
attached to different human communities in very different
ways: an English colonial horse was very different froma
Spanish conquistador horsc was very different from a
Comanche trading horsc was very different from a Sioux
raiding horse was very different from a Pawnce herding
horse.?

« If you want to understand people’s environmental valucs,
watch what they throw away and how they do the
throwing—and take a look at what they do with plastic
pink flamingos as well.*

quite general, but I can list others that
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