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nonhuman events can be said to have properties that conform to the Aristotelian
beginning-middle-end requirement of storytelling, as when an individual organism
(or a species or 2 mountain range or even the universe itself) is born, persists, and
dies. One can tell stories about such things — geologists and evolutionary biologists
often do— but they lack the compelling drama that comes from having a judgeable
protagonist. Things in nature usually “just happen,” without raising questions of
moral choice. Many natural events lack even this much linear structure. Some are
cyclical: the motions of the planets, the seasons, or the thythms of biological fertility
and reproduction. Others are random: climate shifts, earthquakes, genetic muta-
tions, and other events the causes of which remain hidden from us. One does not
automatically describe such things with narrative plots, and yet environmental his-
tories, which purport to set the human past in its natural context, all have plots.
Nature and the universe do not tell stories; we do. Why is this?

Two possible answers to this question emérge from the work that philosophers
and post-structuralist literary critics have done on the relationship between narrative
and history. One group, which includes Hayden White and the late Louis Mink as
well as many of the deconstructionists, argues that narrative is so basic to our cultural
beliefs that we automatically impose it on a reality that bears little ot no relation
to the plots we use in organizing our experience.? Mink summarizes this position
nicely by asserting that “the past is not an untold story.” The same could presumably
be said about nature: we force our stories on a world that doesn’t fit them.4° The
historian’s project of recovering past realities and representing them “truly” or even
“fairly” is thus a delusion. Trapped within our narrative discourse, we could not do
justice either to nature or to the past no matter how hard we tried — presuming,
of course, that “nature” or “the past” even exist at all.

An alternative position, most recently defended by David Catr but originally de-
veloped by Martin Heidegger, is that although narrative may not be intrinsic to
events in the physical universe, it is fundamental to the way we humans organize
our experience. Whatever may be the perspective of the universe on the things going
on around us, our human perspective is that we inhabit an endlessly storied world.
We narrate the triumphs and failures of our pasts. We tell stories to explore the alter-
native choices that might lead to feared or hoped-for futures. Our very habit of par-
titioning the flow of time into “events,” with their implied beginnings, middles,
and ends, suggests how deeply the narrative structure inheres in our experience of
the world. As Carr puts it, “Natrative is not merely a possibly successful way of
describing events; its structure inhetes in the events themselves. Far from being a

3 See White, Tropics of Discourse; White, Metahistory; Mink, “Narrative Form as Cognitive Instrument”; a
less extreme position that ultimately leads toward a similar conclusion can be found in Ricoeur, Timze and Narrative,
L. For a useful, if biased, explication of these debates, see Hayden White, “The Question of Narrative in Contem-
porary Historical Theory,” History and Theory, 23 (no. 1, 1984), 1-33. A valuable survey can be found in Martin,
Recent Theories of Narrative.

40 Mink, “Narrative Form as Cognitive Instrument,” 148. See also Richard T. Vann, “Louis Mink’s Linguistic
Turn,” History and Theory, 26 (no. 1, 1987), 14.
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formal distortion of the events it relates, a natrative account is an extension of one
of their primary features. 4!

Carr’s position will undoubtedly be attractive to most historians, since it argues
that, far from being arbitrary, our natratives reflect one of the most fundamental
properties of human consciousness. It also gives us a way of absorbing the lessons
of narrative theoty without feeling we have abandoned all ties to an external reality.
Insofar as people project their wills into the future, organizing their lives to make
acts in the present yield predictable future results — to just that extent, they live their
lives as if they were telling a story. It is undoubtedly true that we all constantly tell
ourselves stories to remind ourselves who we are, how we got to be that person, and
what we want to become. The same is true not just of individuals but of communi-
ties and societies: we use our histories to remember ourselves, just as we use our
prophecies as tools for exploring what we do or do not wish to become.42 As Plenty
Coups’s story implies, to recover the narratives people tell themselves about the
meanings of their lives is to learn a great deal about their past actions and about
the way they understand those actions. Stripped of the story, we lose track of under-
standing itself.

The storied reality of human experience suggests why environmental histories so
consistently find plots in nature and also why those plots almost always center on
people. Environmental history sets itself the task of including within its boundaries
far more of the nonhuman world than most other histories, and yet human agents
continue to be the main anchors of its narratives. Dust storms have been occurring
on the Plains for millennia, and yet the ones we really care about— those we now
narrate under the title “Dust Bowl"—are the ones we can most easily transform into
stories in which people become the heroes or victims or villains of the piece. In this,
historians consistently differ from ecologists, who more often than not treat people
as exogenous vatiables that fit awkwardly if at all into the theoretical models of the
discipline. The historian’s tendency is quite opposite. The chief protagonists and
antagonists of our stories are almost always human, for reasons that go to the very
heart of our narrative impulse.

Our histories of the Great Plains environment remain fixed on people because
what we most cate about in nature is its meaning for human beings. We care about
the dust storms because they stand as a symbol of human endurance in the face
of natural adversity—or as a symbol of human irresponsibility in the face of natural
fragility. Human interests and conflicts create va/ues in nature that in turn provide
the moral center for our stories. We want to know whether environmental change

41 David Cart, “Narrative and the Real World: An Argument for Continuity,” History and Theory, 25 (no. 2,
1986), 117.

42 See Robert Cover, “Nomos and Narrative,” Harvard Law Review, 97 (Nov. 1983), 3-68. Carr’s argument that
all human experience is narrated does not address a deeper telativist claim, that thete is no necessary correlation
between the stories people tell in their own lives and the stories historians tell in reconstructing those lives. On
this issue, see Noel Carroll, teview of Time, Narrative, and History by David Cartr, History and Theory, 27 (no.
3, 1988), 297-306.
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1s good or bad, and that question can only be answered by referring to our own sense
of right and wrong. Nature remains mute about such matters. However passionately
we may care about the nonhuman world, however much we may believe in its innate
worth, our historical narratives, even those about the nonhuman world, remain fo-
cused on a human struggle over values. If these values are in effect the meanings
we attach to judgeable human actions—nonhuman actions being generally un-
judgeable by us—then the center of our stories will remain focused on human
thoughts, human acts, and human values.

It is because we care about the consequences of actions that narratives— unlike
most natural processes—have beginnings, middles, and ends. Stories are intrinsi-
cally teleological forms, in which an event is explained by the prior events or causes
that lead up to it. This accounts for one feature that all these Great Plains histories
have in common: all are designed so that the plot and its changing scene —its
environment — flow toward the ultimate end of the story. In the most extreme cases,
if the tale is of progress, then the closing landscape is a garden; if the tale is of crisis
and decline, the closing landscape (whether located in the past or the future) is a
wasteland. As an obvious but very important consequence of this natrative require-
ment, opening landscapes must be different from closing ones to make the plot
work. A trackless waste must become a grassland civilization. Or: a fragile ecosystem
must become a Dust Bowl. The difference between beginning and end gives us our
chance to extract a moral from the thetorical landscape. Our narratives take changes
in the land and situate them in stories whose endings become the lessons we wish
to draw from those changes.

However serious the epistemological problems it creates, this commitment to
teleology and narrative gives environmental history—all history— its moral center.
Because stories concern the consequences of actions that are potentially valued in
quite different ways, whether by agent, narrator, or audience, we can achieve no neu-
tral objectivity in writing them. Historians may strive to be as fair as they can, but
as these Plains examples demonstrate, it remains possible to narrate the same evi-
dence in radically different ways. Within the field of our narratives we too—as
narrators—are moral agents and political actors. As storytellers we commit ourselves
to the task of judging the consequences of human actions, trying to understand the
choices that confronted the people whose lives we natrate so as to capture the full
tumult of their world. In the dilemmas they faced we discover our own, and at the
intersection of the two we locate the moral of the story. If our goal is to tell tales
that make the past meaningful, then we cannot escape struggling over the values
that define what meaning is.

This vision of history as an endless struggle among competing narratives and
values may not seem very reassuring. How, for instance, are we to choose among
the infinite stories that our different values seem capable of generating? This is the
question that lurks so threateningly at the intersections of the different Great Plains
histories we have encountered. Are nature and the past infinitely malleable in the
face of our ability to tell stories about them? The uneasiness that many historians
feel in confronting the postmodernist challenge comes down to this basic concern,
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which potentially seems to shake the very foundations of our enterprise. If our
choice of narratives reflects only our power to impose our preferred version of reality
on a past that cannot resist us, then what is left of history?43

Most practicing historians, of course, do not believe that all stories about the past
are equally good, even if we are not very articulate in explaining why one is better
or worse than another. Usually we just declare that we recognize good history when
we see it. If pressed, we may perhaps offer a few rules of thumb to help define what
we are looking for. Some might argue for depth, saying that the narrative that ex-
plains more, that is richer in its suggestions about past causes, meanings, and am-
biguities, is the better history. Others might seek breadth, prefetring the historical
natrative that accommodates the largest number of relevant details without con-
tradicting any relevant facts.44 Then again, less may be more: A simple story well
told may reveal far more about a past world than a complicated text that never finds
its own centet. Inclusiveness is another virtue: a history is better, surely, when it in-
corporates many different voices and events to reflect the divetsity of past human
experiences. But maybe coherence is more important: we might demand of good
history that its components be tightly enough linked that it contains no unnecessary
parts or extraneous details, lest we call it antiquarian. We might ask that a good
history reflect the full histotiographical tradition that lies behind it while simultane-
ously pushing the boundaries of that tradition. We of course want it to offer a subtle
and original reading of primary sources. It should surprise us with new petspectives
and interpretations. We would prefer that it be lucid, engaging, a good read. And
so the list goes on.

All of these are plausible criteria, and most of us would agree that they play a
part in helping us recognize good history when we see it. The trouble, obviously,
is that they themselves can all too easily become objects of disagreement and
struggle. Indeed, many of them reflect the same sorts of aesthetic judgments that
we make when encountering any narrative, historical or nonhistorical, fictional or
nonfictional. It is not at all clear that they would help us very much in deciding
whether Webb or Worster or Bonnifield or Plenty Coups is the better narrator of
Great Plains history. If the criteria we use in deciding the relative merits of historical
natratives are open to the same sorts of value judgments as the narratives themselves,
then we have hardly escaped the dilemma that postmodernist theory has posed for
us. We seem still to be rudderless in an endless sea of stories.

Before going any further, I should probably confess my own uncertainty about
how to navigate from here to a safe harbor, wherever it might be. I first wrote this
essay nearly five years ago in an effort to acknowledge the rich insights that post-
modernism has given us into the complexities of narrative discourse. I assembled

43 This question, in a somewhat different form, is the chief topic of Peter Novick, That Noble Dream: The “Ob-
sectivity Question” and the American Historical Profession (Cambridge, Eng., 1988).

44 As with most of these critetia, there are deep problems here. To say that historical narratives must include
all relevant details and contradict no relevant facts begs the most important question, for the tool we use to define
relevance is narrative itself. Does this particular fact belong to this particular story? Only the story can tell us. To
test a narrative by its ability to include facts—the relevance of which is defined by the narrative’s own plot—is to
slide rapidly into tautology.
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a small collection of stories about the Great Plains to see what narrative theory might
tell me about the way those stories shape our sense of a landscape and the people
who live upon it. The exercise persuaded me that plot and scene and character, be-
ginnings and middles and ends, the rhetoric of storytelling, the different agendas
of narrators and readers, all permeate our activities as historians. To deny the rich-
ness of this insight would be an evasion of self-knowledge, a willful refusal to recog-
nize the power and the paradoxes that flow from our narrative discourse.

And yet despite what I have learned in writing this essay, it has also been a frus-
trating struggle, because I, like most practicing historians, am only willing to follow
the postmodetnists so far. The essay has gone through four radically different ver-
sions, each with a different title, each trying to make a different kind of peace with
the dilemmas these Great Plains histories pose. My goal throughout has been to
acknowledge the immense power of narrative while still defending the past (and na-
ture) as real things to which our storytelling must somehow conform lest it cease
being history altogether. Alas, I shared each new version of the essay with a different
group of readers and critics, and each time they persuaded me that my efforts to
find safe harbor had failed. Each new version of the essay, and each letter and conver-
sation that critiqued it, returned me to where I began: each became a different story
about the meaning of stories, a different argument about how narrative does and
does not ground itself in nature and the past. The essay, in other words, recapitu-
lated the very problems it set out to solve.

But perhaps there lies hidden in this seemingly frustrating fact a partial solution
to the narrative dilemma. (Watch: I try one mote tack to seek some shelter in this
thetorical storm.) The same process of criticism that shaped the different versions
of this essay typifies the production and consumption of all historical texts. The sto-
ries we tell about the past do not exist in a vacuum, and our storytelling practice
is bounded in at least three ways that limit its power. First, our stories cannot contra-
vene known facts about the past. This is so much a truism of traditional historical
method that we rarely bother even to state it, but it is crucial if we wish to deny
that all narratives do an equally good job of representing the past. At the most basic
level, we judge a work bad history if it contradicts evidence we know to be accurate
and true. Good history does not knowingly lie. A history of the Great Plains that
narrated a story of continuous progress without once mentioning the Dust Bowl
would instantly be suspect, as would 2 history of the Nazi treatment of Jews that
failed to mention the concentration camps. Historical narratives are bounded at
evety turn by the evidence they can and cannot muster in their own support.

Environmental historians embrace a second set of narrative constraints: given our
faith that the natural world ultimately transcends our narrative power, our stories
must make ecological sense. You can’t put dust in the air— or tell stories about put-
ting dust in the air—if the dust isn’t there.4> Even though environmental histories
transform ecosystems into the scenes of human natratives, the biological and geolog-
ical processes of the earth set fundamental limits to what constitutes a plausible nar-

45 [ borrow this lovely epigram from a remark of Patticia Limerick’s.
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rative. The dust storms of the 1930s are not just historical facts but natural ones:
they reflect the complex response of an entire ecosystem — its soils, its vegetation,
its animals, its climate — to human actions. Insofar as we can know them, to exclude
or obscure these natural “facts” would be another kind of false silence, another kind
of lying.

In choosing to assign narrative meaning to “natural” events of this sort, we face
a special problem, for nature does not tell us whether a dust storm is a good or bad
thing; only we can do that. Nature is unlike most other historical subjects in lacking
a clear voice of its own. The very fact that Great Plains historians can ascribe to the
same landscape such different meanings is one consequence of this lack of voice.
Still, nature is hatdly silent. No matter what people do, their actions have real conse-
quences in nature, just as natural events have real consequences for people. In nat-
rating those consequences, we inevitably interpret their meaning according to
human values— but the consequences themselves are as much nature’s choice as our
own. To just that extent, nature coauthors our stories. A Bonnifield and a Worster
may draw radically different lessons from the Dust Bowl, but neither can deny the
great storms themselves. The power of narrative does not extend neatly so far.

Finally, historical narratives are constrained in a third important way as well.
Historians do not tell stories by themselves. We write as membets of communities,
and we cannot help but take those communities into account as we do our work.
Being American, being male, being white, being an upper-middle-class academic,
being an environmentalist, I write in particular ways that are not all of my own
choosing, and my biases are reflected in my work. But being a scholar, I write also
for a community of other scholars—some very different from me in their back-
grounds and biases—who know nearly as much about my subject as I do. They ate
in a position instantly to remind me of the excluded facts and wrong-headed in-
terpretations that my own bias, self-delusion, and lack of diligence have kept me
from acknowledging.

The stories we write, in other words, are judged not just as narratives, but as
nonfictions. We construct them knowing that scholars will evaluate their accuracy,
and knowing too that many other people and communities—those who have a
present stake in the way the past is described —will also judge the fairness and truth
of what we say. Because our readers have the skill to know what is 7oz in a text as
well as what is in it, we cannot afford to be arbitrary in deciding whether a fact does
or does not belong in our stories. Someone among our readers—a bemused col-
league, an angty partisan, a wounded victim—will eventually inform us of our
failings. Nature, of course, will not bother to construct such a critique, but plenty
of others will step forward to speak on its behalf as we ourselves have done. We there-
fore struggle to anticipate criticisms, to absorb contradictory accounts, and to fit
our narratives to what we already know about our subject. Criticism can sometimes
do more harm than good —sapping the life from a story, burying strong arguments
beneath nitpicking caveats, reinforcing conventional wisdom at the expense of new
ot radical insights, and murdering passion— but it can also keep us honest by forcing
us to confront contradictory evidence and counternarratives. We tell stories wizh
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each other and agasnst each other in order to speak Zo0 each other. Our readets, in
short, play crucial roles in shaping the stories we tell. Just so has this essay gone
through four separate incarnations to reach its present form, each of them re-
sponding in different ways to the critical communities that in a very real sense
helped author them. No matter how frustrating this process of revision may be, the
resulting text is in this case unquestionably better as a result.46

And what of my own story here? What kind of tale have I been telling about
Great Plains history? My most visible narrative has of course been a story about
storytellers who express their own times and political visions. Each told tales that
embodied the values of a particular community. Each tried to be true to the “facts”
as they then appeared. Each looked back to eatlier storytellers, accommodating
them when possible and trying to demonstrate their inadequacy when this was
necessary to the success of the newer story. The result was a sequence of contesting
stories, from tales of frontier progtess to the New Deal tragedies, to Malin’s and Bon-
nifield’s stories of local resistance in the face of a hostile environment and bureau-
cracy, to Worster’s tragedy of environmental crisis and capitalist self-destruction.

But the meaning of my story about stories also reflects that other, more personal,
narrative, the one about my struggle to accommodate the lessons of critical theory
without giving in to relativism. That story began with a question. If postmodernism
is correct in arguing that narrative devices are deeply present even in such a field
as environmental history, which takes for its subject the least human and least sto-
ried of worlds— nature—must we then accept that the past is infinitely malleable,
thereby apparently undermining the entire historical project? Given my biases, the
answer to this question has got to be no, and so my story has worked its way toward
an ending about the ultimate justification of histoty in community, past reality, and
nature itself. For me, there is something profoundly unsatisfying and ultimately
self-deluding about an endless postmodernist deconstruction of texts that fails to
ground itself in history, in community, in politics, and finally in the moral problem
of living on earth. Against it, I would assert the virtues of narrative as our best and
most compelling tool for seatching out meaning in a conflicted and contradictory
world.

The danger of postmodernism, despite all the rich insights it offers into the con-
tested terrain of narrative discourse, is that it threatens to lose track of the very thing
that makes narrative so compelling a part of history and human consciousness both.
After all, the principal difference between a chronicle and a narrative is that a good
story makes us care about its subject in a2 way that a chronicle does not.47 My list
of “significant Great Plains events” surely had no effect on anyone’s emotions or
moral vision, whereas I doubt anyone can read Donald Worster’s Dusz Bow/ without
being moved in one way or another. More powerfully still, the nothingness at the
end of Plenty Coups’s story suggests that even silence — the ability of narrative to

46 | owe this argument about the role of ctiticism in limiting historical narratives to Richard White’s comments
on an eatlier version of this essay. His help, and the way it has reshaped the text you now read, precisely illustrates
my point about the critical praxis of scholarly communities.

47 Jim O'Brien pointed me toward the importance of this insight.
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rupture the flow of time in the setvice of its meaning—can touch us deeply with
its eloquence. When a narrator honestly makes an audience care about what
happens in a story, the story expresses the ties between past and present in a way
that lends deeper meaning to both. This process, like everything else in history, is
open to criticism, since the rhetorical devices for making an audience care can be-
come all too manipulative and sentimental. At its best, however, historical storytell-
ing helps keep us morally engaged with the wotld by showing us how to cate about
it and its origins in ways we had not done before.

If this is true, then the special task of environmental history is to assert that stories
about the past are better, all other things being equal, if they increase our attention
to nature and the place of people within it. They succeed when they make us look
at the grasslands and their peoples in a new way. This is different from saying that
our histories should turn their readers into environmentalists or convince everyone
of a particular political point of view. Good histoties rarely do this. But if environ-
mental history is successful in its project, the story of how different peoples have
lived in and used the natural world will become one of the most basic and fun-
damental narratives in all of history, without which no understanding of the past
could be complete. Despite the tensions that inevitably exist between nature and
our narrative discourse, we cannot help but embrace storytelling if we hope to per-
suade readers of the importance of our subject. As Aristotle reminded us so long
ago, narrative is among our most powerful ways of encountering the world, judging
our actions within it, and learning to care about its many meanings.

Because I care so much about nature and storytelling both, I would urge upon
environmental historians the task of telling not just stories about nature, but stories
about stories about nature.48 I do so because natratives remain our chief moral
compass in the world. Because we use them to motivate and explain our actions,
the stories we tell change the way we act in the world. They are not just passive ac-
counts: in a very literal sense, the frontier stories helped cause the Dust Bowl, just
as the New Deal stories helped cause the government response to that disaster. We
find in such stories our histories and prophecies both, which means they remain
our best path to an engaged moral life. In organizing ecological change into begin-
nings, middles, and ends—which from the point of view of the universe are fictions,
pure and simple —we place human agents at the center of events that they them-
selves may not fully understand but that they constantly affect with their actions.
The end of these human stories creates their unity, the telos against which we judge
the efficacy, wisdom, and morality of human actions.

Historians and prophets share a common commitment to finding the meaning
of endings. However much we understand that an ecosystem transcends mere hu-
manity, we cannot escape the valuing process that defines our relationship to it. To
see how much this is so, one has only to consider the various labels Americans have
attached to the Great Plains since 1800: the Land of the Buffalo; the Great American

48 An extraordinary example of such stoties about stoties, set within the boundaries of a single Kansas county
on the eastern Plains, is William Least Heat-Moon, PrairyErth (2 deep map) (Boston, 1991).
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Desert; the Great Plains; the Wheat Belt; the Dust Bowl; the Breadbasket of the
World; the Land Where the Sky Begins.49 These ate not simply names or descriptive
phrases. Each implies a different possible narrative for environmental histories of
the region, and different possible endings for each of those stories. Natrrative is thus
inescapably bound to the very names we give the wotld. Rather than evade it—
which is in any event impossible —we must learn to use it consciously, responsibly,
self-critically. To try to escape the value judgments that accompany storytelling is
to miss the point of history itself, for the stories we tell, like the questions we ask,
are all finally about value. So it is with questions that I will end:

What do people care most about in the world they inhabit?

How do they use and assign meaning to that world?

How does the earth respond to their actions and desires?

What sort of communities do people, plants, and animals create together?

How do people struggle with each other for control of the earth, its creatures,
and its meanings?

And on the grandest scale: what is the mutual fate of humanity and the earth?

Good questions all, and starting points for many a story . . . .

49 The shifting meanings of the Plains as “Great Ametican Desert” are explored in Martyn J. Bowden, “The
Great American Desert in the American Mind: The Historiography of a Geographical Notion,” in Geographies
of the Mind: Essays in Historical Geography, ed. David Lowenthal and Martyn J. Bowden (New York, 1976),
119-47. See also William E. Ricbsame, “The Dust Bowl: Historical Image, Psychological Anchor, and Ecological
Taboo,” Great Plains Quarterly, 6 (Spring 1986), 127-36.



