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Folk histories of the American West: Environmental management and colonial epistemologies 

Jared L Talley 

I 

The commonly reported history of the American West is very specifically American. Here, I use 

the term ‘American’ to refer to the colonial forces that now spread across the vast landscapes of 

the now-called American West. The history of the American West is also directly tied to the 

ways that its sprawling landscapes and environments are currently managed and governed, 

specifically regarding the ranching, mining, and timber industries. Thus, to understand 

contemporary environmental management structures it is necessary to understand the history that 

authenticates and validates them. The folk history of the American West that serves this purpose 

is troublingly simple.  

This paper serves two purposes. First, I briefly explore the folk history of the American West as 

it has been constructed in order to understand how current environmental management initiatives 

are rendered tenable. Second, I argue that the histories that gave rise to the current management 

regime are those that privilege colonial modes of understanding history and, accordingly, to 

engage in a project to change management strategies reflecting a more honest history we need to 

embrace methodologies that may at first appear to not actually represent history. This second 

project requires a reorientation of our stance towards history. It is my overarching goal to 

consider how an adherence to dominant conceptions of historical realism do not allow genuine 

systemic change in systems that are themselves founded on dominant histories produced 

specifically to exclude. To break the cycle, we must challenge these foundations and offer entry 

points into management structures that are founded on and receptive to non-dominant modes of 

knowledge, memory, and interpretation. 

II 

In this paper I use the terms “folk history” and “honest history” purposely to reflect a general 

distinction between histories that reflect only dominant structures (folk histories) to ones that 

account for a diverse array of peoples that are often marginalized or absent in prevailing 

historical narratives (honest histories). As well, I do not want to presume that the features of the 

dominant history of the American West are present in dominant histories in other contexts – it 

could be that what makes folk history of the American West problematic is seen as beneficial 

elsewhere. It would not be surprising, however, to learn that the features I focus on are 

commonly present in other folk histories. 

History, generally, has been understood through many different lenses. For my purposes, I focus 

specifically on the ways in which we presume to know history – whether folk or honest. Just 

what it takes to ‘know something’ is both philosophically muddled and morally suspect given 

that oppression relies on narrowly understanding what is constitutive of knowledge and 

controlling the means of knowledge production in order to exclude peoples (Dotson 2014). In 

this paper, I  problematize what dominant epistemologies consider historical knowledge to be, 

highlighting common characteristics of historical knowledge that are differently deployed in folk 

and honest histories of the American West to unjust ends. Historical knowledge, here, is 
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explored through considerations of the ways that historical authenticity validate certain histories, 

the ways that collective memory both reinforces and challenges historical narratives, and how 

historical interpretation takes for granted the resources that we use to interpret and construct 

historical knowledge. The way that these considerations serve to influence our knowledge of 

history is, as I claim, directly reflected and reinforced in contemporary environmental 

management regimes.  

Historical Authenticity 

When we say we know our history, what are we saying we know? I take for granted that there is 

something we know – perhaps it is a story about our history, or some descriptions about 

something that happened in history, or an article that has been validated (in some way or other) 

as genuinely representing history. All of these could be mistaken, however, about what the 

history actually is. Actual history is not so easily known, though, as it is a product of the social 

forces that render it and not a fixed past. What may popularly be believed to be an authentic 

history – or real, or genuine, or true – is not so easily separated from the conditions of its 

production. In Silencing the Past, Michel-Rolph Trouillot (1995) speaking to historical 

authenticity, suggests that authenticity “resides not in the fidelity to an alleged [fixed] past but in 

an honesty vis-à-vis the present as it re-presents that past” (148), requiring both “empirical 

exactitude” while recognizing the historian’s “relation to that [empirical] knowledge” (149). To 

know authentic history, according to Trouillot, is to know both the empirically precise fact and 

the historian’s relation to that fact.  

Trouillot’s recognition that authenticity requires an understanding of the conditions under which 

the history was produced, such as the proclivities of the historian and the social atmosphere, 

importantly draws attention to those factors that produce one historical narrative over another. At 

the heart of the distinction between folk and honest histories of the American West lies a tension 

in what is perceived as authentic history. Simply, if the relation to history is dominated by an 

epistemology that itself constructs the conditions of “empirical exactitude” in ways that disallow 

marginalized histories to be empirically known, then no honest history could meet Trouillot’s 

requirement of empirical exactitude. Elena Ruiz-Aho (2011), speaking to the ways in which 

dominant epistemologies exclude Latin American philosophies on grounds of inauthenticity, 

argues that:  

“preliminary distinctions aimed at disambiguating the technical meaning of foundational 

terminology...[rely on] a particular conception of meaning [that] is already at play that 

filters out alternative possibilities for critically engaging some of the broader nuances of 

the field, particularly in the realm of colonial history…” (314).  

What I take Ruiz-Aho to be suggesting is that dominant colonial epistemologies set the 

conditions for authenticity relative to their own epistemologies, thereby requiring counter-

epistemologies to frame themselves in colonial terms. Ruiz-Aho helps to understand how a 

reliance on empirical exactitude – itself a “particular conception of meaning” – provides a 

condition for authenticity that can hardly be met for many of the oppressed peoples whose 

empirical histories were violently and specifically erased by colonial forces during settler 
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expansion. Historical authenticity, as defined by colonial epistemologies, will prima facie 

privilege colonial histories as they are the ones that both set the conditions for authenticity and 

concomitantly are able to best meet those conditions. As discussed below, this is reflected in the 

folk history of the American West as it renders itself authentic in virtue of colonizing the 

epistemic means of “empirical exactitude” – an epistemic colonization that pervades the 

extractive practices of current environmental management.  

Collective Memory 

Authentic history, as understood here, requires the recognition of the historian’s relationship to 

history which, in turn, requires a historian. Put another way and in more general terms, authentic 

history requires people and communities to recognize it as such. The ways in which communities 

recognize and remember their histories – here termed collective memory – importantly reveal 

how a folk history can be known while an honest history is relatively obscured from dominant 

discourses. Given that memory is, by definition, a belief about the past, it is worth better 

understanding the relationship between how a community remembers their past and what their 

accepted histories are. 

A seminal theorist of collective memory, Maurice Halbwachs (1992/1952) clearly distinguishes 

between collective memory and history; collective memory is the socially recalled version of 

history’s facticity, it is continuous while history is divided, and it is plural while history is 

unitary (142-5). Peter Burke (1989), however, recognizes that Halbwachs distinction between 

collective memory and history is not so neatly cleaved since modern theorists treat history “much 

as Halbwachs treated memory, as the product of social groups…” (188). These two positions 

assume, however, that collective memory and history – in general – are two separate albeit 

similarly constructed things. Although collective memory and history face similar obstacles in 

their social production, the distinction that Halbwachs and Burke make is important and 

problematic as it allows the possibility that not all history is recorded as collective memory – it 

is, of course, possible that much of what is traditionally conceived of as history is no longer 

stored in any living collective memory. This means that all collective memory can be evidence of 

history, but history is something more than mere collective memory. As suggested by Burke, the 

distinction allows historians to use collective memory as a site of historical evidence, extracting 

history from the oral traditions, memoirs, images, behaviors, and places where collective 

memory resides, all while not treating collective memory as itself history. A collective memory 

deposited in a rich storied tradition can be evidence of a real history, but it cannot be real history.  

Collective memory, as distinguished from history, requires recognition of those people who hold 

the memories. The production of history, however, does not actually require those people. Using 

collective memory as a site of historical evidence can help to provide the “empirical exactitude” 

of authenticity, yet in a place without peoples, and thus without a stable collective memory, 

history can be produced from archeological and secondary sources. The role of ‘place’ as a site 

where history is produced is critical to the role of collective memory in folk and honest histories 

of the American West. Halbwachs (1992), ruminating about the effect that a loss of place has on 

collective memory, suggests that “when we reach that period when we are unable to represent 

places to ourselves, even in a confused manner, we have arrived at the regions of our past 
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inaccessible to memory” (15). In other words, when we are removed from the places where 

collective memories were produced, there comes a time when those memories become 

inaccessible. As discussed in detail below, the forced removal of Indigenous peoples from their 

lands (places) in the American West and the concomitant production of a folk history that did 

not, itself, require a collective memory to be authenticated has led to a folk history that reinforces 

the indifference to including honest histories in historical narratives – an epistemic exclusion that 

underlies many of the conflicts surrounding current environmental management strategies. 

Historical Interpretation 

I claim, without further defense, that we have no agreed upon and stable methodology for 

interpreting our histories. That we interpret them, however, I presume to be widely accepted. 

But, then, what does to interpret amount to? Generally, when we interpret we are assigning 

meaning to incoming information. This could be in the form of a historic personal diary – what 

does it mean that this diary was written by this person at this time about this event? – or in a 

conversation with a colleague – what does it mean that they said that thing at that point in the 

conversation with that inflection? – or one of an infinitude of other interpretable information 

sources. Framing interpretation as such obscures a fundamental worry – where, in this process, is 

meaning located? 

The predominant answer to this is something akin to meaning being located in the informative 

signal itself. Smoke means fire. Dog means our canine pets. My words “I am hungry” mean I 

desire food. The meaning of a signal – smoke, dog, “I am hungry” – is treated as obvious and 

self-contained. Since, of course, even if the English words “I am hungry” meant something other 

than my desire for food, the new meaning would still be in virtue of the words. Michael J. 

Reddy’s (1979) The Conduit Metaphor takes this external-meaning up in earnest. Reddy argues 

that viewing meaning as residing in the object itself rather than as a construct dependent on our 

own subjective interpretive faculties results in a “model of communication [that] objectifies 

meaning in a misleading and dehumanizing fashion. It influences us to talk and think about 

thoughts as if they had the same kind of external, intersubjective reality” (308). To a 

contemporary audience this may seem obvious, but Reddy points out how this perspective has 

infiltrated and obscured our relationship to meaning. If meaning is recorded in the object – 

books, recordings, images, etc. – then “we of the modern period are preserving our cultural 

heritage better than any other age, because we have more books, tapes, and so on, stored in more 

and bigger libraries” (309). (At this point we should be seriously problematizing the “we” in this 

quote and understanding how colonial authentication strategies are evidenced in the appeal to 

“books, tapes, and so on…”).  

In contrast, though, is the view that all meaning is individually constructed using an array of 

interpretive resources, including both the objects themselves as well as the human capacity to 

reconstruct what may be (but never guaranteed) a plausible “meaning” as it was originally 

intended. Interpretation, then, requires a consideration of a broad range of cross-references and 

critically analyzed interpretive resources to garner the most honest interpretation of information 

as possible. So, what does this mean for folk histories and environmental management in the 

American West? Simply, the epistemology that is both made tenable by the folk histories and 
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reinforced through the enactment of those histories is one that considers only a narrow range of 

interpretable resources, excluding from discourse those resources that do not align with the 

demands of the dominant epistemology. To be clear, this is not novel claim – many have 

recognized the impoverishment of colonial epistemologies that discount those interpretive 

resources that do not accord with a meaning-in-the-object perspective, such as recognizing 

experience, felt knowledge, fictives, and stories (among others) as having interpretive value (e.g. 

Benjamin 2006, Gordon 2008, Million 2009, Scott 1991). This epistemic impoverishment 

provides the conditions for the folk history of the American West to dominate the landscape and 

validate its current environmental management regimes by limiting those resources it considers 

in meaning-making activities.  

The folk history of the American West validates the epistemic colonization, exclusion, and 

impoverishment that are both conditions of its own enactment (i.e. the folk history requires 

epistemic colonization, exclusion, and impoverishment) as well as characteristics of the 

environmental management regimes that it supports. In turn, the environmental management 

regimes rely on the folk history and its epistemic conditions, providing a looped system that 

resists strategies relying on an honesty history and its accompanying epistemologies. In general, 

these folk history commitments are reflective of a historical realism that allows dominant social 

groups to authenticate only certain histories, recognize only certain collective memories, and 

respect only certain interpretative modes. If history is real, then we can construct it from those 

empirical evidences of its reality, no matter if those evidences are themselves colonial. In order 

to offer entry points into management structures that are receptive to a more honest history, I 

argue that we need to embrace methodologies that may at first appear to not represent a real 

history, allowing an anti-realist epistemology to provide conditions for authentication, 

representation, and interpretation. To better illustrate this, I now turn my attention to the folk 

histories the American West that validate and reinforce environmental management regimes and 

the ways that honest histories can challenge these regimes.  

III 

The American West as a contemporary label is not a dedicated region, although it is 

contemporarily used with respect to both the geographic region of the Intermountain West and 

the political distinction of those lands that are managed by the U.S. federal government rather 

than state and local governments. The geography and the political management of these lands are 

critical to the folk histories of the American West. The intermountain region lies between the 

continental divide along the Rocky Mountains and the Sierra and Cascade Mountains, a region 

ranging from the lowest elevation on the North American continent – Death Valley at 282 feet 

below sea level – to many of the continent’s highest mountain peaks. The region is dominated by 

dry desert ecosystems, often referred to as the sagebrush steppe, which were often deemed 

inhospitable to white European settlers accustomed to the rich soils and plentiful waters of the 

east (although diverse Indigenous communities had thrived in the ecosystems since time 

immemorial) (cite unforgiving west). The Intermountain West is predominantly under federal 

management with nearly 70% of the region being managed by federal agencies (colloquially 
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referred to as public lands), with the majority of its current population scattered throughout rural 

agrarian communities.  

Environmental management regimes of the 

environments in the American West are currently in 

turmoil. Ranchers want to use the sagebrush steppe as 

feed for their cattle; mining companies want to extract 

valuable metals from rich mineral deposits; wildlife 

advocates want to enact stringent protections that would 

restrict both ranchers and mining companies; 

recreationists want to develop more trail parks that 

could be used to explore the wild expanses; invasive 

grass species are promoting more – and more violent – 

wildfires that threaten forests; growing urban 

populations are stressing already limited water resources, and so on. At the root of environmental 

conflict is a tension between the extraction of its resources (e.g. grazing, mining timber, water) 

and the protection of its natural wonder (e.g. wildlife advocates, recreationists), with the former 

clearly dominating the management regimes. The United States Department of the Interior 

Bureau of Land Management’s (BLM) is responsible for management of all American public 

lands – occurring predominantly in the American West (see Figure 1) – and had until 1964 an 

official emblem featuring a miner, a lumberman, a rancher, a land surveyor, and a mechanic 

against the background of a wagon train and an industrial city, issued 

with the quote “BLM stresses the importance of the human factor in the 

transition from a western covered wagon economy to that of modern 

industrial development” (Skillen 2009, 51, see Figure 2). The BLM 

manages nearly 70% of the lands in the American West – most being 

environmentally important – where, presumably, history begins with a 

“western covered wagon economy”. This folk history is still pervasive 

today. 

The sagebrush steppe makes up the majority of this region, with vast prairies that have been 

memorialized in art and song (recall “home, home on the range, where the deer and the antelope 

play…”). This landscape not only provides the material conditions that underlie the folk histories 

of the American West, but also the visual currency that the West trades in on. The jacket of John 

D. Dorst’s (1999) Looking West describes this visual currency as:  

“The American West…perhaps more than any other in the United States…comes to us in 

visual terms. The grand landscapes, open vistas, and magisterial views have made the act 

of looking a defining feature of how we experience the West as an actual place” 

These landscapes, vistas, and “magisterial views” are unique to the West and set the stage for a 

region that is simultaneously viewed in awe while mired in conflict regarding the way that its 

environments are managed The troublingly simple folk history of the American West requires 

these grand, yet seemingly inhospitable, landscapes, as it understands history as having occurred 

in waves that struggled to survive against a wild and dangerous natural world and were 
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predicated on increasingly valuable natural resources, thus validiting extraction as a means of 

survival. 

One of the first widely recognized wave was the white fur trappers that ventured into interior of 

the west in search of valuable animal pelts that were decreasing in their natural environments in 

the east. These trappers – also referred to as mountain men – are portrayed as rugged and 

reclusive, preferring the isolation of wild frontier to the bustle of civilization. Popular films have 

idolized these men, including Jeremiah Johnson (1971) and The Revenant (2015), celebrating the 

mountain man’s stoic nature, relentless resolve, and rugged individualism. In the folk history, 

these trappers had complex relationships with the Indigenous peoples they encountered, 

sometimes friends, sometimes foe, but always standing in contrast to them. In general, these 

trappers were seen as masters of their own domain, traversing rough landscapes relying only on 

their own wit and skill for survival while paving the way for the second wave of settlers. 

During the mid-19th century, pioneers and miners began using trade routes carved by the trappers 

to move into the frontier, popularly known as the California, Mormon, and Oregon trails. This 

second wave of pioneers and miners followed promises of gold and bountiful lands in the 

American West. The phrase seeing the elephant was commonly used to describe “the exotic, 

surprising, and adventure-filled experiences of the overland trails. To have ‘seen the elephant’ 

and survived became a mark of great accomplishment for several generations of trail travelers” 

(Hunsaker 2003, title page). Many agrarian communities in the west are descendants of these 

pioneers or have settled land in the same spirit – they are, as the quote suggests, proud of “seeing 

the elephant”, meaning that they are proud to survive and eke out a living in an inhospitable land 

that is as dangerous as it is beautiful. Rife throughout pioneer and miner narratives are stories of 

conflict between “Cowboys and Indians” where one party or another would descend on the other 

to battle over the future of the land, pitting the Indigenous peoples against the onslaught of 

settlers. This conflict found its own historical validation in the east where Indigenous peoples 

were distinguished from colonial settlers by perceived uncivilized societies. 

The wave of pioneers eventually ebbed and where the original pioneers had settled, their 

successors expanded. During this last wave of expansion ranch families grazed large herds of 

cattle on the sagebrush steppe, mining companies built towns around productive mines, “wild 

western” towns popped up around saloons and brothels, and the lawman and renegade began a 

long history of conflict that fueled the western television and movie industry (West, 1988). The 

forced removal of Indigenous peoples was completed and armed conflict between the settlers and 

the Indigenous peoples resided, preempted on a strict separation of the Indigenous peoples from 

their land. This “wild west” appealed to common themes of survival, individualism, Indigenous 

domination and a reliance on extractive industries that survive into contemporary times in many 

of the small agrarian communities. 

Threaded throughout this folk history are two common tensions that underlie contemporary 

environmental management. First, folk history relies on a distinction between human and nature, 

settlement and wildness, and the individual over the collective. Second, these management 

regimes rely on a homogenized western population – traditionally, white settlers – standing in 

stark contrast to the ‘other’ – the native Indigenous peoples of the West. These themes track the 
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epistemic themes of colonization, exclusion, and impoverishment that validate the folk history of 

the American West. The white settlers history was ‘authentic’ because it treated the environment 

as an object that could be measured (…in heads of cattle, ounces of gold, number of trees, etc), 

and measurement was the only empirically exact method of knowing. According to folk history 

and a reliance on both counting and recording, history is fuzzy at best before settlement – it’s not 

that it can’t be known in principle, only that it is not actually known. ‘Authentic’ folk history, 

specifically residing on empirical exactitude, began with the white fur trappers. Furthermore, the 

collective memories that this folk history relies on are those of the descendants of the pioneers 

and miners that forcibly removed Indigenous peoples from the landscape. As Halbwachs was 

quick to point out, when we are removed from the places where collective memories were 

produced, there comes a time when those memories become inaccessible. Although 

contemporary Indigenous peoples do have collective memories, there is much that was lost in the 

forcible removal their ancestral homes. The folk history of the American West does not include 

the collective memory of Indigenous peoples, possibly because they needed to be constructed as 

an ‘other’ for forcible removal or possibly because they no longer inhabit those lands where the 

folk history is constructed. In either case, they are not included and we can trace it, to a degree, 

to an impoverishment of interpretive resources. The collective memories of Indigenous peoples 

that still exist are remembered in a large part in the languages, stories, and felt knowledges they 

possess (Million 2009). These interpretive resources are simply not recognized as valid for 

producing the objective colonial knowledge that is used to manage the environment for 

extractive uses.  

The folk history of the American West celebrates the rugged individualism of a settler population 

that “saw the elephant” and survived in a beautiful yet inhospitable environment against all odds. 

The modes of survival – rampant grazing, mining, tree and fur harvesting, and the forced 

removal of Indigenous peoples – are protected in current environmental management. This is 

seen in the clearly dominating interests of ranchers, mining companies, and timber companies in 

the management regimes in the West. These regimes are validated by this folk history while also 

reinforcing the epistemic conditions that allowed the folk history to proliferate. This is because, 

simply, the settlers recorded their settlement in ways that future generations could use to 

interpret history and, by virtue of this interpretation, these future generations can set benchmarks 

for what counts as empirically exact interpretive resources. It is my contention that to break this 

cycle, respect a more honest history of the west allowing for liberation of marginalized peoples, 

and better manage western environments, we need to break with the historical realism founding 

these folk histories. 

IV 

As defined above, an honest history stands in contrast to a folk history in that it accounts for a 

diverse array of peoples that are often marginalized or absent in prevailing historical narratives. 

What I do not mean by ‘honest histories’ is to insinuate that marginalized peoples do not have 

their own historical narratives, only that they are overlooked or otherwise distorted in the 

dominant narrative. The honest history of the American West that I offer relies specifically on 

the Indigenous histories that are misrepresented and absent in the folk history. A complete 
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project of this sorts would need to expand this analysis to the Latino, African, and Asian peoples 

that have histories absent in the folk history of the American West. I do believe that the ways 

epistemic colonization, exclusion, and impoverishment operate in the folk history of the 

American West are equally forceful in these other honest histories, and thereby need to be 

equally addressed – it is merely beyond the scope of this paper to do so. 

I will not belabor an Indigenous honest history of the American West here for two reasons. First, 

I recognize that my own colonial education has left me with an impoverishment of Indigenous 

resources with which to fully appreciate their histories. Second, the purpose of this paper is to 

provide an analysis of the folk histories relationship to current management regimes in order to 

provide plausible entry points into these systems. However, an Indigenous history does need to 

briefly described. 

For this paper, it suffices to recognize that Indigenous communities of many different types led 

rich lives in the region I have referred to as the American West long before white settlers began 

colonizing the area. There is a long tradition recorded both by Indigenous peoples and the settlers 

they were in conflict with regarding the many violences, expeditions, and encounters that 

occurred before the white fur trappers entered the region (Miller 2009). The honest history that is 

missing from the folk history recognizes the sovereignty of Indigenous peoples, the rights they 

have to the land that was settled, the ways that they defied and continue to defy the settlement of 

their ancestral lands, and the ways that Indigenous societies take seriously their role as stewards 

of the environment. To recognize this honest history in the current folk history, though, requires 

a challenge to the conditions of history that currently avail.  

Honest Historical Authenticity 

History, generally, does not merely treat the recent past. History extends behind us (perhaps only 

in metaphor) without any obvious historical boundary. Indigenous peoples have history and it 

extends back through time for as long as any other peoples, including our own. It is not up for 

debate that there is a history, only how to know it. If we rely on the requirement for empirical 

exactitude we must recognize that we are relying on a privileged mode of historical knowledge 

since, of course, the victor writes the history books. Not only are we privileging those histories 

that we have some sort of evidence for, but also those whose evidence is recognized as valid. 

Epistemic colonization has weighted each of these considerations to unduly value those folk 

histories that can be interpreted in ways that we respect as valid interpretation. So, what would it 

mean for a community to have a historical narrative that “didn’t align” with the folk history? 

Perhaps this could be a different perspective of a historic moment (I presume that current 

histories would be fine with including these misalignments), but what if this history presumed 

distinctly different ontologies? Honest histories could include events that colonial epistemologies 

disregard, such as recognizing agency in the natural world where contemporary science sees 

none. A colonial epistemology does not take seriously the agency of the natural world and that 

this agency directly communicated to Indigenous peoples; therefore a history founded on an 

unrecognized ontology is no history at all. To colonial histories, it can only be a story used as 

evidence to uncover the real history. We need to disregard this notion of real and instead 

understand that history, in general, can be authenticated vis-à-vis the peoples whose history it is.  
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Honest Collective Memory 

Historical realism must distinguish between real history and collective memory as memory is 

fallible. In order to allow honest histories to proliferate, we should reorient history towards 

collective memory, rendering the two co-extensive. The collective memory of a peoples as 

learned through the stories, languages, images, behaviors, institutions, and places of their 

community should not be seen merely as evidence of history, but as history in itself. This 

suggests that what is collectively remembered may conflict with tenets of historical realism, but 

this is of no consequence unless we are applying colonial standards of epistemic justification in 

rendering which histories are authentic – a move, I contend, is made with the intent of excluding 

people’s histories from folk narratives. Given that colonial forces violently and specifically 

erased those evidence of Indigenous histories during settler expansion that would allow 

historically real (and colonial) authentication, collective memory is a rich site of historical 

knowledge. It may, though, not represent historical realism in the ways that colonial 

epistemologies deem valid. Again, we need to disregard this notion of real and instead 

understand that history, in general, can be constituted in many different ways that respect the 

historical memories and narratives of the peoples whose history it is. 

Honest Historical Interpretation 

The interpretive resources that colonial epistemologies rely on to validate their histories are 

impoverished. A richer interpretive landscape would allow resources that both represent diverse 

peoples and also diverse interpretive modes. This means that an honest history needs to take 

seriously the historic claims of marginalized peoples regardless of the perceived authenticity of 

those claims. Furthermore, a history that relies on interpretive resources that are not perceived as 

valid in colonial epistemologies – spiritual modes of knowing, for example – should be 

welcomed and celebrated as offering rich interpretations of the past that may be inaccessible to 

other interpretive modes. If historical narratives rely only on those interpretive modes that we 

presume give us access to the reality of objects, then we exclude rich histories that do not meet 

colonial standards while also impoverishing our own historical modalities. As in the above 

discussions, we need to disregard the notion of real as a validating or authenticating notion, 

instead understanding history that is interpreted through a diverse array of resources from a 

diverse array of peoples.  

V 

The folk history I’ve presented here relies on epistemic colonization, exclusion, and 

impoverishment that all rely on a conception of historical realism that serves to validate colonial 

epistemologies. I’ve argued that a more honest history that divests from the foundations of 

historical realism can allow new ways of historical knowledge to emerge and, by virtue of this, 

new ways of validating our epistemologies. I now turn briefly back to environmental 

management with a brief discussion of how a more honest history – replete with counter-

epistemologies – can help break the colonial cycle and offer entry points that challenge dominant 

environmental management regimes. 



11 
 

An honest history challenges current environmental regimes in three ways I describe here, 

although this is not meant to be exhaustive. First, it demands that the peoples who were forcibly 

removed from the land in the American West be recognized in folk histories and work done to 

repatriate the land and management of the land to them. Repatriation moves towards 

destabilizing the extractive colonial epistemologies in management regimes that lie at the root on 

environmental conflict. An honesty history understands that the very standards of historical 

knowledge it relies on are reflections of knowledge-at-large, meaning that if we produce 

structures from knowledges that do not rely on exclusion, extraction, and impoverishment, we 

can imagine and validate relationships with our worlds that were previously untenable – a key 

feature to reimagining and restructuring environmental management in the American West. 

Second, an honest history demands that we seek to promote structures that allow diverse 

knowledges to impact management. If collective memories – the site of many honest histories – 

necessarily require the peoples who hold the memories, then recognizing honest histories in a 

folk history requires recognizing the peoples themselves. Environmental management structures 

that validate the extractive industries of settler populations need to respect the honest history of 

those people that thrived on the land before extractive industry and work to include them (with 

their own knowledges) in novel management structures that better serve the environment and all 

the peoples of the west. 

Lastly, the colonial epistemology underlying environmental management requires “objective”, 

quantifiable knowledge (reflecting the realism that I eschew here) in the form of natural and 

social science. This means that the interpretations of peoples relationships to their environments 

– reified in management structures – are often restricted and discount the wide array of 

interpretive resources that people use to produce meaning in their environments. This means that 

a more honest history requires management structures to also consider a more diverse array of 

interpretive resources such as the arts, spiritualities, verbal traditions, and felt knowledges that 

people use to understand their worlds. 

IV 

This paper argues that the folk histories that both validate and are validated by colonial 

epistemologies underlie environmental management regimes in the American West. As such, the 

environmental conflicts in the American West can be helped, in part, by better conceptualizing 

these epistemologies. In order to do this, we need to recognize a more honest history that 

challenges the historical realism underlying folk histories, allowing a historical narrative that 

allows environmental repatriation, respects diverse histories in environmental decisions, and 

allows richer interpretations of our worlds. Ultimately, history – in general – should not be seen 

as a stable and fixed past, rendered so by the epistemic standards of colonial authenticity, but 

instead be regarded as a rich narrative that makes accessible certain ways of knowing and ways 

of being in this world. It is by problematizing pervasive historical realism that, I argue, this can 

be done. 
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