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each other and against each other in order to speak to each other. Our readers, 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 earlier 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 offrontier progress 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. Ifpostmodernism
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 ofhistory 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 searching out meaning in a conflicted and contradictory
world.

The danger of postmodernism, despite all the rich insights it offers into the con­
tested terrain ofnarrative 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 aU, the principal difference between a chronicle and a narrative is that a good
story makes us care about its subject in a 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 Dust 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 I owe this argument about the role of criticism in limiting historical narratives to Richard White's comments
on an earlier 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 service 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 world by showing us how to care 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 histories 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 narratives 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 ofview 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

•• An extraordinary example of such stories about stories, set within the boundaries of a single Kansas county
on the eastern Plains, is William Least Heat-Moon, PrairyErth (a 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 are 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. Narrative is thus
inescapably bound to the very names we give the world. 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 American 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. Riebsame, "The Dust Bowl: Historical Image, Psychological Anchor, and Ecological
'Thboo," Great Plains Quarterly, 6 (Spring 1986), 127-36.


