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doug kiel

Untaming the Mild Frontier
In Search of New Midwestern Histories

When invasion is recognized as a structure rather than an event, its history
does not stop . . . when it moves on from the era of frontier homicide.
—Patrick Wolfe1

Any historical narrative is a particular bundle of silences.
—Michel-Rolph Trouillot2

Since 1976, the Wisconsin Historical Society has been “bringing the frontier to life” at Old World Wisconsin, located in Eagle, a quiet town with a
few thousand residents on the edge of a state forest in the southeastern
portion of the state.3 According to their guidebook, Old World Wisconsin
is “a living museum where interpreters, steeped in traditions of particular
ethnic groups, carry out the tasks that made up the daily routine of brave
souls who accepted the challenges of frontier life from the 1840s into the
early years of the twentieth century.”4 If you were to stroll through the 546
acres of this outdoor museum, you would notice that the grounds are segmented into ethnic “areas,” including Yankee, African American, German,
and Norwegian, and the Crossroads Village where they come together.
Old World Wisconsin’s “frontier,” however, is one without Native people.
There is no Native American area; in fact, there are no Indians on the premises at all. The only trace of American Indians at Old World Wisconsin is in
the gift shop: a basket of arrowheads and two Native history books.5
Some might argue that it is unfair and nitpicky to criticize the absence
of Native people at Old World Wisconsin since the museum is focused on
nineteenth century immigration (though Oneida, Stockbridge-Munsee,

and Brothertown Indians were all immigrants to Wisconsin during the
nineteenth century, too). The museum chooses to depict the lives of Euro
Americans and African Americans who settled in Wisconsin—not Native
communities—presenting Old World Wisconsin as a place where virtually everyone but Indians has a voice in interpreting the state’s nineteenth
century heritage. Such a framework is not simply exclusionary; it is a colonial narrative of absolute replacement. Although Euro Americans had consolidated hegemony and established a majority population by the 1840s,
to characterize the story of Wisconsin as solely a settler narrative in which
Indians played no part is to obscure the inﬂuence of Native people in the
region’s history. Old World Wisconsin implies, for instance, that a Finnish perspective on the state’s history is of greater signiﬁcance than a Native
American perspective. This ignores the fact that settlers such as Finnish
farmers in the cutover region of northern Wisconsin would have no stories
to tell were they not beneﬁciaries of the United States appropriating Native
land and resources.
The problem with the museum lies in the deep-seated notion that the
Midwest and its history belong to Euro Americans, that Wisconsin’s nineteenth century rural history can be aptly portrayed as only an immigrant
history, and that it is justiﬁable to tell stories about life in a colonized place
and neither include Native people nor acknowledge that their territory was
usurped. Indeed, Old World Wisconsin does not attempt to explain the
glaring absence of Native people. It blithely begins its story in the period
after the US government (at times with the aid of militias) conﬁned many
tribal groups to reservations or drove them west out of Wisconsin. The museum never asks, “Where did the Indians go?” If you were to walk through
the town of Eagle and its environs, you would notice that it shares much
in common with Old World Wisconsin: it is rural and agricultural, almost
entirely Euro American, dotted with old barns and farm houses, and populated by a fair number of horses and dairy cattle. The museum, then, suggests that this place’s most signiﬁcant changes have been advancements in
agricultural, industrial, and domestic technology. Of course, there is much
more to the story of Wisconsin—and the Midwest at large—than technological change.
Lamentably, Old World Wisconsin’s narrow vision of the American Midwest is all too commonplace, and the museum embodies much of what is
wrong with accounts of the midwestern past. Indeed, Old World Wisconsin
is in part a problem of historiography. The historical reality is far messier
10
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Fig. 1. The Great Seal of the Territory of Wisconsin (1836), which states in
Latin, “Civilization Succeeds Barbarism.” Courtesy of Wisconsin Historical Society, image id 64629.

than whitewashed pioneer tales in the vein of Laura Ingalls Wilder’s children’s books Little House on the Prairie, and more textured than the image of
Grant Wood’s iconic painting American Gothic, both so deeply etched into the
American imagination.6 Wisconsin’s territorial seal (ﬁg. 1), for instance,
serves as a reminder that midwestern frontiers were not as mild and tame as
they are often remembered. Indeed, the Midwest is a region whose history
is in need of considerable revision. Not only would the introduction of new
histories of the American Midwest open a wider space for American Indian histories, but also in the process, these new midwestern histories could
broadly reframe the region as the outcome of many contested frontiers. Already there exists an important body of scholarship focused on multicultural encounters in what is today the American Midwest, but as of yet, comparatively little of this work has extended past the 1840s.7
Jon K. Lauck’s The Lost Region: Toward a Revival of Midwestern History has
recently issued an important call for US historians to focus more attention
on the Midwest and its role in the nation’s story. Hopefully that call will be
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heeded. Returning to a past golden era and resurrecting the work of historians from previous generations, however, will not invigorate midwestern
history, as Lauck suggests. He notes that, “the history of the Midwest, in
short, is not especially compatible with the main trends in historical research in recent decades.” Rather than bemoan that fact and insist that
there is a need for more histories of midwestern farm boys, and that readers simply ought to care more about them, the ﬁeld needs to offer something new. Midwestern history can only be enlivened through the promulgation of bold twenty-ﬁrst century interpretations of the region. The ﬁeld
needs a new generation of monographs, syntheses, articles, and dissertations that are focused on race, indigeneity, class, colonialism, gender, and
sexuality and their signiﬁcance for a diverse and inclusive midwestern history. Frontier histories—a historiographical tradition with origins in the
Midwest—are well suited for doing much (but not all) of that work.8
Before historians can begin recasting the region and untaming its frontier past, scholars need a working deﬁnition of the Midwest—not an easy
task for a place that is largely characterized by liminality.9 This essay aims
to begin a conversation about further revising standard narratives of midwestern history, offers a framework for how the region might be conceptualized as a cultural geography of colonial amnesia, and demonstrates how
historians can begin complicating the stories of the American Midwest in
ways that place the region in a productive scholarly dialogue with the ﬁelds
of western history and global settler colonialism, namely through an emphasis on a sequential frontier process. Indeed, the time has come for the
American Midwest to have a “longer, grimmer, but more interesting story”
of its own, in much the same manner that the new western historians advanced in the 1980s and 1990s.10
From a historiographical standpoint, the Midwest hardly exists as a region, at least in comparison with the West, South, and Northeast. To be
clear, scholars have been writing about midwestern places, but they have
most often self-identiﬁed with the ﬁelds of immigrant, rural, environmental, early American history, and so on. Many important works center on
the Midwest, and historians have produced a rich body of scholarship on
everything from the “middle ground” to the Rust Belt. The fact remains,
nonetheless, that attempts to articulate how those varied works are part
of a coherent regional ﬁeld have so far had limited success. Even though
history does not unfold regionally, we need regional abstractions; they are
useful conceptual frameworks for organizing knowledge. “Midwestern
12
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history” is not a widely recognized genus in the classiﬁcation of scholarly
works. There is no “midwestern history” shelf upon which to place the numerous books that have been published.
At the start of the twentieth century, the prospects for midwestern regionalism were bright. In 1907, historians of the Mississippi Valley region
founded the Mississippi Valley Historical Association (mvha), partly in
response to the eastern-focused American Historical Association. Seven
years later, the mvha began publishing regional scholarship in the Mississippi Valley Historical Review. At ﬁrst a driving force for the study of midwestern history, the mvha transcended regional boundaries as it matured, and
by 1965 it became the national association known as the Organization of
American Historians. The Mississippi Valley Historical Review, in turn, was renamed the Journal of American History. In 1969, as national history was in the
process of absorbing midwestern history, the newly formed Western History Association began publishing work on frontier history in the Western
Historical Quarterly. By the late 1980s, the shift toward a new western history
left the Midwest without an association or journal and without a clear place
in US historiography. The emergence of the Middle West Review represents
an important moment, and now three university presses—Indiana University Press, Ohio University Press, and the University of Iowa Press—publish
series on this region. Still, scholars rarely self-identify themselves as historians of the Midwest, there are no academic programs in midwestern history, and faculty are not routinely recruited as midwestern specialists.11
Nevertheless, many historians do not see the absence of a scholarly
ﬁeld devoted to midwestern history as especially worrisome. Although
place matters in history, the lack of a ﬁeld devoted to the Midwest has
proven hardly sufﬁcient cause to rescue the region from scholarly obscurity. Rather, overemphasis on the white male pioneer mythos in standard
nonacademic narratives of the region—one of the original motivations for
revising western history—ought to draw interest in similar revisions of the
Midwest. Although the project of rewriting the West remains unﬁnished,
midwestern history lags far behind and is still plagued by many of the same
problems that western history faced thirty years ago. Moreover, the Midwest provides fertile ground for grappling with several important questions in the study of American history.
To what extent are regions historiographical inventions? The answer to
this question will explain why midwestern history disappeared as a scholarly ﬁeld while western history continued to thrive. In what ways has the
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process of frontier closure included the erasure of not only Indigenous histories, but also the very existence of frontier contestation—that is, wiping
away memory of settler colonial usurpation? Additionally, how can scholars recover these previously erased colonial histories? The answer to these
questions will explain the disjunction between the tranquil imagery of Old
World Wisconsin and the aggressive “civilization succeeds barbarism”
motto on the 1830s territorial seal. And how can historians bring the local
into dialogue with the global, while simultaneously resisting metanarratives? It is to these questions that we now turn.

I: How the Frontier Made and Unmade the Region
The Midwest began to lose traction as a historical ﬁeld when the Mississippi Valley Historical Association became the Organization of American
Historians in 1965. The subsequent decline of the frontier concept in the
eighties and nineties then marked the rise of a regional American West and
pushed the Midwest to the margins of western history. Midwestern history,
on the other hand, continuously needed the frontier because it structures
and helps deﬁne the region. In fact, the frontier structures the Midwest so
completely as to enable its people to falsely envision the history of the place
they inhabit as placid, wholesomely unremarkable, and initiated by the arrival of Euro American pioneers. It is no accident that the region is still understood according to a “mild frontier” narrative in which the label “Midwest” stands as a marker of a tamed place, free of Indians and wilderness.
Today’s Midwest is a product of the frontier having erased its own tracks.
Buried Indians: Digging Up the Past in a Midwestern Town by Laurie Hovell
McMillin, a professor of rhetoric and composition at Oberlin College, uncovers an example of this sort of erasure. As the author notes, in the 1990s,
archaeologists identiﬁed Indian earthworks in the small town of Trempealeau, Wisconsin, and brought them to the attention of local residents.
Some locals outright denied that the mounds were of authentic Indian
origin—“I don’t believe in the platform mounds . . . If there was anything
up there, we would’ve known about it,” remarked McMillin’s father, a nonIndian farmer.12 Conversely, a Ho-Chunk tribal member envisioned the
mounds as remnant symbols of a violent history of settler colonialism that
rendered the entire state of Wisconsin “a huge burial grounds.”13 These
perceptions reveal a midwestern hesitancy to acknowledge the region’s colonial past. Indeed, the phrase “the colonial Midwest” (or Middle West or
14
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Old Northwest) also has little resonance in historical scholarship. Whereas
the American West is a region that often romanticizes stories of its wild
frontier, midwesterners, as McMillin notes, “suppress what they perceive
as negative emotions and memories” in an effort to position themselves
as “rightful occupants.”14 The American Midwest is a zone of exclusionary erasure and closure, and historians cannot tell the story of this region
without the concept of the frontier.
To employ the frontier concept should not constitute a throwback to
Frederick Jackson Turner’s outdated model. While Turner used the frontier
as a tool to deﬁne American exceptionalism, comparative study emphasizes frontiers as a common global phenomenon with divergent outcomes.
Despite the sense of placelessness that often emerges from urbanization,
globalization, and mass culture, place and regional identity are still signiﬁcant to the study of American history. The Midwest can be studied as a distinctive region with a particular set of resources for which diverse groups
of people have competed. In turn, recognizing the Midwest as a distinctive
region opens the way for comparative analyses between the Midwest and
other former frontiers.15 As Turner suggested with his concept of a common historical process linking much of the continent, and as numerous
scholars of the Midwest and the West alike have afﬁrmed, frontiers join
places rather than isolate them. Reconnecting the American Midwest to a
broader, process-driven frontier history—and bringing the Midwest’s own
legacies of conquest to the fore—may be the key to energizing a ﬁeld that
remains on the fringes of American historiography.
Over the past thirty years, a tug of war has persisted in the ﬁeld of western history between place-based study and process, as well as between emphasis on the regional and the global. An intellectual shift away from the
frontier concept helped create the scholarly terrain of the regional American West; then yet another shift toward borderlands histories began to dismantle the New West. Thus, the West, like the Midwest, is facing a scholarly identity crisis that binds together the futures of both regional histories.
Many readers of this journal may be familiar with the place vs. process
debate of the 1980s and 1990s: a historiographical revolt against Frederick Jackson Turner’s notion of the frontier outlined in his inﬂuential essay
“The Signiﬁcance of the Frontier in American History” (1893) and the rise
of a new western history that reimagined the American West less as a frontier process—as played out in a triumphalist Manifest Destiny narrative—
Kiel: Untaming the Mild Frontier
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and more as a geographically and historically identiﬁable place, fundamentally different from the East. Turner’s argument that “the existence of an
area of free land, its continuous recession, and the advance of American
settlement westward, explain American development” had deeply inﬂuenced decades of scholarship, and historians rightly criticized his vision
of the frontier as racist, teleological, unsubtle, outdated, ambiguous, inconsistent, imbued with exaggerated notions of American progress, and
worse yet, conspicuously devoid of empowered women and non-Anglos.16
Criticisms of the frontier thesis prompted a shift toward an increasingly
place-based understanding of the region west of the Missouri River, one
which called upon scholars to identify the trans-Missouri West’s distinguishing geographic and socioeconomic characteristics. The articulation
of such characteristics helped to recast the West not simply as a stage of
Euro American advancement, but as a place inherently different from other North American regions.17 Since the 1990s, many scholars in the ﬁeld
have grown tired of reading about Turner and the place vs. process debate,
which is now generally understood to have relied upon a false dichotomy.18
Scholars have moved on from this ﬂawed debate, but they continue to be
inﬂuenced by its results—namely that the frontier process endures as a
present but subordinate construct within the ﬁeld.
Absent from analysis of the place vs. process debate is the suggestion
that the birth of new western history came at the expense of the American
Midwest. Since losing their foothold in the ﬁeld of western history, historians of the Midwest have failed to establish a scholarly community of
their own. The decline of the frontier as an organizing principle in American historiography poses a challenge to future research on the Midwest, a
region whose past cannot be adequately understood without reference to
various frontier processes. Moreover, interest in regionalism has waned,
leaving any hope for midwestern history in a double bind. Over the past
two decades, the borderlands concept—originally formulated by Herbert
Eugene Bolton, a student of Turner’s—has heightened in popularity as an
alternative to frontiers and the regional study of western history as a whole.
The growing inﬂuence of the borderlands model represents another major shift in western history, this time away from the regional and toward
the global, thus siphoning away some of the American West’s signiﬁcance.
This shift underscores what Stephen Aron notes is a growing “sense that
western history no longer offers a vision behind which to unify.”19
How might historians solve these related problems of the American
16
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West’s lack of a cohesive vision and the Midwest’s lack of a regional identity? The answer is simple: the frontier. Although Turner was wrong about
many things, he never fully disappears from scholarly debate because
his model of overlapping frontiers still holds up. Having been recast as a
contingent rather than teleological set of processes and divorced from its
Turnerian associations with Social Darwinism, the frontier concept can enrich studies of the Midwest and place the ﬁeld in conversation with western
history. Though the borderlands model offers a less nationalistic alternative for understanding cultural and political borders, the frontier—with its
emphasis on an overlapping structural pattern—remains the concept most
suited to interpreting the American Midwest.20
The frontier’s diminished signiﬁcance is partly the result of the fragmentation of the “Great West.” In the nineteenth century, Americans referred
to the territory stretching from the Appalachian Mountains to the Paciﬁc
Ocean as the Great West, a concept that connects much of the continent—
including the Northeast, Midwest, and Upland South—through a sequential frontier process of US westward expansion. The phrase Great West no
longer holds meaning for most Americans, however, because the emergence of new western history spurred a long-term shift in scholarship away
from northeastern and midwestern regional locations, originally studied
under the rubric of the Great West and the frontier. As a scholarly concept,
the frontier had been most closely associated with western history, but that
ﬁeld’s revised geographic bounds no longer included so much of the Great
West. In the words of William Cronon, George Miles, and Jay Gitlin, the
New West “has appropriated to itself—rather illegitimately—the entire
frontier history of the continent.”21 As the regional approach to studying
western history gained popularity, new western historians’ attempts to
purge the frontier from the scholarly lexicon diminished the concept’s inﬂuence in the study of the United States at large.
It is not only the trans-Missouri West that has a stake in the concept
of the frontier; the frontier thesis itself has a midwestern pedigree. John
Mack Faragher argues that Turner’s concept of the frontier was essentially
a product of his late nineteenth century midwestern upbringing in Portage,
Wisconsin, and that Turner used it primarily to explain the early Midwest,
not the region we now label the West—which Turner himself would have
called the “Far West.” In distancing themselves from Turner’s thesis, the
new western regionalists largely left the Midwest—the birthplace of westKiel: Untaming the Mild Frontier
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ern historiography—without a chapter in western US history.22 Whether or
not scholars of the Midwest realize that Turner’s thesis initially applied to
historical processes in that region, they inevitably discover that midwestern frontier histories overlap with the frontier histories of the East and
West.23 Such continuity, though not preordained, reveals an important distinction between the narrative of the frontier and the chaotic emergence
of borderlands. Moreover, while the West does not need the Midwest (or
the East) to deﬁne itself, the Midwest needs the connection to its frontier
past—that is, its “Great Western” past—to do so.24
Invoking the frontier need not necessarily be cause to invoke Turner,
its greatest popularizer. The scholarly construct of the frontier has a long
and ever-changing intellectual history, and to reject it outright is to lose
a valuable analytical tool. The central concept of multiple regions undergoing parallel change still retains its explanatory power. The Northeast,
South, Midwest, and West all underwent similar and sequential processes,
whereby diverse groups of Natives and newcomers met at ﬂuid zones of
encounter on the peripheries of their territories. These groups came into
conﬂict over competing visions for the abundant (but certainly not “free”)
land and resources, and out of the processes of conquest emerged regions
with much more deﬁned—though still often ﬂexible—boundaries. Frontier encounters, often between Indians and competing European empires,
shaped those regions, as did the ensuing struggles over resources that had
once seemed inexhaustible.25
Reimagining the Midwest in light of the frontier connects the Midwest
with the larger story of American settler colonialism and to comparable
histories on the continental and global stages. Similar to other American
frontiers, the Midwest represents a regional variant of a European imperial
process that unfolded from the sixteenth through the nineteenth centuries,
with parallels to Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Latin America, South
Africa, and elsewhere. Bolton, a historian of Spanish colonialism in the
Americas, highlighted this extended imperial process when he called for
an “Epic of Greater America,” a comparative colonial history of the Western Hemisphere.26
Although numerous historical processes—including settler colonialism, the creation of intercultural frontiers, the conquest of Indigenous
nations, the elimination of competing European empires, and US expansion—cannot be understood from a solely regional perspective, many his18

Middle West Review • Vol. 1 No. 1

torians still hesitate to invoke the frontier, leading to the creation of an
alternative model: borderlands. Thus a new generation of historians has
taken Bolton’s alternative to the frontier, the borderlands concept, and
widely extended its usage to the point that it is now ubiquitous in contemporary scholarship. For Bolton and his followers, Spanish northward expansion characterizes the colonial history of the American Southwest (and
Mexican North) much better than an Anglocentric westward frontier. Over
the past two decades, borderlands historians have dressed numerous frontiers in new clothes and liberally applied the construct across many regions
and time periods. Unlike Turner’s frontier, which progressed east to west,
borderlands ﬂuctuate in multiple directions. They are often transnational
in nature, they emphasize multicultural encounters rather than the westward expansion of Euro American hegemony, and perhaps most importantly borderlands do not “open” and “close” like Turner’s frontier, but
rather endure and remain relevant to understandings of the present.27
It would behoove scholars to recast midwestern frontiers as more like
borderlands, and they often have. To completely abandon frontiers for borderlands, though, would be to lose one of the deﬁning elements of western
American history: an unfolding sequential push marked by newcomer settlement, Native diplomacy and resistance (not submissive victimization),
and the incorporation of diverse peoples into the United States. Though
the reality of the frontier process was irregular and full of contingencies
and shifting zones of contact, it did generally advance from east to west
and from coast to coast, creating the illusion that westward expansion was
America’s Manifest Destiny. Moreover, the fact remains that within both
popular and academic circles the frontier concept has more resonance than
the borderlands concept in the Midwest, and this is not likely to change
anytime soon. That said, to argue that historians of the Midwest could get
more mileage out of the frontier concept is not to implore scholars to entirely reject the borderlands model. Indeed, there is sufﬁcient room for
frontiers, Wests, and borderlands to coexist as scholarly constructs.28
Despite the prejudices embedded in Turner’s original formulation of
the frontier concept, it remains part of the popular and scholarly vernacular and demands that historians confront rather than avoid it. Now that the
place vs. process debate is long over, most western historians recognize
that the frontier still has some relevance to the ﬁeld, and scholars can salvage the elements of truth it contains.29 What sort of frontier does the Midwest need if the region is to have a scholarly identity? Over the past twentyKiel: Untaming the Mild Frontier
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ﬁve years, numerous scholars have already ﬁrmly established the following
model: frontiers are not simply advancing lines of Euro American settlement. Instead they are a particular outcome of settler colonialism: zones of
intercultural penetration where geographic and cultural borders lack clear
deﬁnition. Frontiers are sites of creolization where new worlds are created,
and those new worlds are often dependent upon cross-cultural economic
exchange. However, as Howard Lamar and Leonard Thompson contend,
those new worlds are also sites of power struggle: “the frontier ‘opens’ in
a given zone when the ﬁrst representatives of the intrusive society arrive;
it ‘closes’ when a single political authority has established hegemony over
the zone.” The historical narrative of the American Midwest can largely be
sketched according to these stages of the frontier process: encounter and
the creation of ﬂuid new worlds, diplomacy and exchange between Natives
and newcomers, increased newcomer settlement, Native military resistance, and the establishment of a new Euro American hegemony.30

II: Conceptualizing the American Midwest
Charting a course for something that can be called midwestern history requires carefully deﬁning the region, but such a task is not easy. Considering
that no delineation of the American Midwest’s geographic boundaries—or
the boundaries of any other region for that matter—would be universally
agreeable, it is more productive to cast aside the notion that it is a fully
stable geographic region and instead discern the attributes of those places
that label themselves “the Midwest.” The Midwest is an especially slippery
region, a non-place in which its inhabitants principally deﬁne themselves
in opposition to other places. It is at once the anti-East, not primarily urban or industrial or powerful; the anti-South, not chieﬂy typiﬁed by blackwhite racial discord and its legacies; and the anti-West, neither wild nor
rugged nor tainted by a history of protracted Indian wars. What is the Midwest then?31 It is a ﬂoating signiﬁer of progress, closure, whiteness, and
the absence of violence—an idea that closes space for a wide range of multiethnic experiences, not just American Indian histories.
It is possible to use these imagined characteristics to deﬁne the region
and revise them in the project of creating new narratives of the midwestern
past. For many Americans, according to Richard Sisson, Christian Zacher,
and Andrew Cayton, “the Midwest is the Heartland, the nation writ small,
the great middle, lacking extremes, lacking diversity.”32 Of course, the real20
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ity of the American Midwest is much more complex than popular representations of the region often suggest. In the American popular imagination,
the Midwest is often simplistically and incorrectly mythologized as homogeneous and entirely rural. In light of the region’s nuance and complexity, it is important to bear in mind that the Midwest is not now, nor has
it ever been, geographically, culturally, or historically uniform. Indeed, no
area of such scale is entirely consistent. As Aron observes, “if homogeneity is the standard, then all regions are ﬁctions,” and so are their histories.
The American Midwest is not categorically unlike other parts of the United
States; neither are the West, the Northeast, or the South, yet we recognize
them as distinct regions.33

The Colonial Midwest
Like everywhere in the United States, the American Midwest has a colonial
past, but its story of conquest subtly distinguishes it from other American
regions. From 1650 to 1815, neither Algonquian Indians nor European empires succeeded at imposing their will upon the other and instead compromised, operating in a realm beyond both cultures that Richard White calls
the “middle ground,” a network of ﬂuid relationships held together by its
own language and rituals. Through a series of “creative misunderstandings,” Indians and Europeans interpreted and misinterpreted one another’s cultures in attempts to coexist. Through accommodation, gift giving,
and peaceful exchange, this Algonquian-French symbiosis kept the region
from erupting into violent conﬂict until its dissolution in the aftermath of
the French and Indian War. As Eric Hinderaker argues, the complicated nature of these locally negotiated systems also impeded French and English
designs for empires based on trade and territorial control. The British ultimately took control of the Midwest in 1763, but an intertribal anti-British
uprising led by Ottawa chief Pontiac forced the British to maintain a reconceived middle ground, which lasted until the conclusion of the War of 1812,
when Americans took control and ushered in an era of aggressive conquest.
For two centuries, then, the Midwest existed as a world in between.34
Following the American Revolution, the US government prepared for
the annexation and administration of the Midwest by issuing the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, the region’s “charter document,” which established the model for American westward expansion: landowning independence reinforced by nationalistic zeal, government policy, and military
Kiel: Untaming the Mild Frontier
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aggression. Indeed, according to Edward Watts, the Northwest Ordinance
set the foundation for the Midwest as a perpetual “cultural and economic
colony” of the east coast. The ordinance’s ban on slavery determined that
the region—which later became the states of Ohio, Indiana, Michigan, Illinois, and Wisconsin—would remain aligned with the Northeast as the
spread of slavery into new territories became a consuming issue in nineteenth century US politics. Undoubtedly, the presence of free labor north of
the Ohio River is one of the Old Northwest’s most important distinguishing characteristics during the antebellum period, to say nothing of the region’s role in helping preserve the Union.35
The effects of the Northwest Ordinance are still visible today. In fact,
ﬂying over parts of the Midwest one can observe a gridded pattern of corn,
oat, and wheat ﬁelds hewn by the Land Ordinance of 1785 and cultivated by
the descendants of homesteaders drawn to the Midwest by the Northwest
Ordinance of 1787. The Land Ordinance mandated the square townships
that still gives shape to this part of America’s landscape. From an automobile on the Midwest’s rural roads, one can see that the grid, which formulated American ideas of how land is divided and sold, is as important to the
region now as it was in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.36
After the War of 1812—what François Furstenberg has called “the last
battle of the Long War for the West”—the US government carved territories, and later, modern states, out of the dismantled middle ground.37 The
contemporary location of midwestern American Indian reservations, in
some instances in places other than their traditional homelands, is another
consequence of the frontier past, as is the condition of some tribes’ relative
dependence upon the federal government on reservations checkered with
zones of Indian and non-Indian landownership. Once the US cemented its
claims to the region in 1815, Native peoples faced the government’s blatant disregard of their land title, removal from their homelands, reservation conﬁnement, and military confrontations such as the Black Hawk War
of 1832. Decades later, the harsh conditions and resentment of reservation
conﬁnement were partly responsible for the Dakota War of 1862. The loss
of Native power meant a consolidation of American inﬂuence. “Thus, as
colonial borderlands gave way to national borders,” Jeremy Adelman and
Stephen Aron argue, “ﬂuid and ‘inclusive’ intercultural frontiers yielded to
hardened and more ‘exclusive’ hierarchies.” What had been an amorphous
borderland became a rigidly bordered land.38
The War of 1812’s conclusion marked the beginning of the end for the
22
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midwestern frontier. Like many other regions of the United States, the history of the Midwest too often begins when Americans arrived. As Daniel K.
Richter insists, “Nowhere were Native people passive victims of the colonizers, and nowhere did the colonizers . . . impose themselves on a blank
landscape of their own making,” yet narratives of midwestern history have
often presumed such a blank landscape.39 Half a century after the War
of 1812, the mass hanging of thirty-eight Dakota men at Mankato, Minnesota, in the aftermath of the Dakota War of 1862 serves as a symbol of
the violent consolidation of American power in the Midwest.40 Following
such consolidation, Americans introduced institutions such as boarding
schools for Indigenous children, and as Margaret D. Jacobs reveals, “caregivers and other authorities sought to sever the intimacy and sensory connections the children had developed with their homelands, a crucial task in
consolidating settler claims to the land.”41

Corn Belt and Rust Belt
Just as military history plays a critical role in deﬁning the Midwest, so too
does agriculture and resource extraction. With Native people subjugated
and their military threat minimized, more American farmers moved into
the region to take advantage of the availability of abundant and fertile land.
In 1834 Cyrus McCormick patented the mechanical reaper and in 1837
John Deere introduced a commercially viable steel plow that could work
the sticky clay soils of the midwestern prairie. These new implements,
which proved more efﬁcient than previous methods and tools, saved labor,
replaced human energy with more powerful substitutes, and transformed
landscapes previously considered unsuitable for agriculture. “‘Westward
the course of empire takes its way’ with McCormick reapers in the van,”
boasted one advertisement linking agriculture with empire.42
During the nineteenth century, American agriculture became the most
mechanized in the world—and the Midwest was at the center of that activity.43 At the outset of the twentieth century, the western Great Lakes region
was home to an expansive timber “cutover district,” having been cleared
by commercial loggers in the late nineteenth century. In the early twentieth
century, optimistic settlers cleared stumps from the North Woods, hoping
to create prosperous farms in a challenging environment. Many of those
farms ultimately failed. To the south, however, the midwestern “Corn Belt”
was becoming what it is today, a place where hogs and cornﬁelds often
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outnumber people, and where agriculture and agricultural subsidies have
become the economic bedrock. Not only are vast expanses of midwestern
land devoted to industrial farming, but many of its residents are also tied,
directly or indirectly, to the agricultural economy.44
Of course, the Midwest is not entirely rural and agricultural. In fact, the
region is home to ﬁve of the twenty-ﬁve largest cities in the United States,
and the Midwest’s industrial characteristics are important to take into consideration when deﬁning the region.45 The Midwest became the seat of an
urban-industrial empire, exempliﬁed by Henry Ford’s assembly line style
of heavy manufacturing. During the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, ﬂoods of immigrants took up work in the manufacturing belt’s
burgeoning factories. “Perhaps for the ﬁrst time in world history,” notes
historian James H. Madison, “an interior rather than coastal region became the industrial core of a powerful nation-state.” Positioned at the center of the US agricultural and manufacturing economies, the Midwest had
become America’s heartland by the early twentieth century. Later, in the
1970s and 1980s, many midwestern cities whose wealth depended so heavily upon the auto and steel industries experienced an economic bust. As
once booming factories closed their doors, the region earned a new name,
the “Rust Belt.” Detroit’s long post–World War II descent into bankruptcy
is an important story in the economic history of the American Midwest—as
Thomas J. Sugrue highlights in The Origins of the Urban Crisis—one characterized by white ﬂight as well as labor and housing discrimination against
African Americans.46

Myths of Homogeneity
Regions exist in our imaginations as much as in geographic or cultural
spaces, and how we imagine regions is a meaningful part of their identity.
David S. Brown has remarked that “the Midwest is a state of mind,” and
Cayton, Sisson, and Zacher note that “while we can argue about whether
the Midwest has unique characteristics, we cannot deny that many of its
daughters and sons think that the region is unique.” Indeed, the Midwest is
deﬁned not only by geographic, historical, and socioeconomic characteristics, but also by a set of popularly imagined traits. Iowa artist Grant Wood’s
American Gothic, perhaps the most widely recognized painting by an American artist, is enshrined in popular memory as an icon of Euro American
midwesterners’ rural heritage: hardworking men and domestic women.47
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One idealized narrative through which midwesterners understand
themselves, and link their region to the West, is the pioneer myth. Many
of the Midwest’s inhabitants envision the region as a place where the frontier fully closed: where Native peoples vanished; where the land was ordered and divided into neatly rational units; and where a white Christian,
mostly Catholic and Lutheran, American society took ﬁrm hold. Thus,
midwesterners imagine themselves inhabiting a place where the frontier
has fully yielded to a great American zone of homogeneity. They frequently
resist distinguishing their region as anything but the middle. As “average
America,” midwesterners often consider their region a microcosm for the
rest of the nation, and the desire to be unexceptional partly explains why
historians of the Midwest have been less successful at carving out a distinct identity for their region than have historians of the West, South, and
Northeast. The Midwest’s ineffability is part and parcel of what makes it
the Midwest. If this imagined homogeneity were actually true, though, the
Midwest would not be so difﬁcult to deﬁne.48
Although the myth of homogeneity is important to consider in deﬁning the Midwest, even more important is the diversity of the region and
the at times fraught relationships between its ethnic, racial, and religious
groups. There is a danger in mistaking the Midwest’s modest contemporary persona for the region’s historical character. Such a self-identity conceals how, as both a frontier zone and a modern US region, the Midwest’s
multiplicity of groups have struggled to carry out their own visions and
maintain degrees of cultural integrity while coexisting with each other.
A cultural mosaic rather than a melting pot, the Midwest has served as a
meeting ground between European immigrants, New Englanders, midAtlantic migrants, Upland Southerners, American Indians, and later African American, Latino, Asian, and Middle Eastern immigrants. It is far from
a homogenous society.
The Midwest attracted numerous waves of immigrants that created a variety of tense relations. As Jon Gjerde explains, Germans, Irish, and Scandinavians settling the Midwest between 1830 and 1917 took advantage not
only of economic opportunities, but also the space in which to establish
tightknit ethnic enclaves centered on their churches and schools. In some
cases, immigrants practiced a greater degree of ethnic attachment than
they had in Europe. In other cases, immigrants chose to assimilate, embracing an American identity and, by doing so, creating divisions within
their communities. Additional discord existed between European immiKiel: Untaming the Mild Frontier
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grants and Yankee migrants because the latter were generally more interested in bolstering an American national identity than in supporting foreign language, culture, and religion. Moreover, cultural borders did not
just exist between Yankees and European immigrants. Nicole Etcheson explains that Upland Southerners who had migrated to Ohio, Indiana, and
Illinois also often found themselves at odds with their Yankee neighbors in
the mid-nineteenth century, particularly in regard to the question of granting African Americans full citizenship.49
As in other parts of the country, racial hostility has characterized the modern Midwest. In the ﬁrst three decades of the twentieth century, thousands of
African Americans looked to the Midwest and its cities, such as Chicago, as a
source of social, political, and economic opportunity. After migrating to this
“land of hope,” however, racial conﬂict ensued. It so consumed Milwaukee
during the 1960s that the city was dubbed “the Selma of the North,” and Michael Fedo’s powerful account of a lynching at Duluth, Minnesota, in 1920—
as well as James H. Madison’s examination of a lynching at Marion, Indiana,
in 1930—further reminds us that violent racial injustice was not conﬁned to
the South. Unfortunately, as James R. Grossman notes, “the dreams embodied in the Great Migration eventually collapsed under the weight of continued racial oppression and the failure of industrial capitalism to distribute its
prosperity as broadly as the migrants had expected.” Likewise, in recent decades the same social and economic realities have dashed the hopes of many
Latino immigrants to rural midwestern communities.50
Simply put, midwestern homogeneity is far more imagined than real.
The wider region is fragmented by numerous racial and ethnic borders and
plays host to no small amount of social tension. Douglas E. Foley’s ethnography of Meskwakis and whites living in Tama, Iowa, reveals that such
borders endure due to persistent cultural misunderstanding.51 The realities
of the Midwest are far more complex than the region’s popular portrayals.
There is no single Midwest. Rather, there are many Midwests and places
like the Ohio River Valley, the Great Lakes region, and the Missouri River
Valley have each developed very differently from one another.

III: Toward New Midwestern Histories
Acknowledged or not, the Midwest is an identiﬁable region, although
its geographic boundaries and its relationship to the West remain open
to debate. To suggest that the Midwest and the West have something in
26
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common—the legacies of a frontier history that continues to deﬁne their
contemporary experience—is not to argue that the Midwest is like the West.
It was the West. That these two regions share a past, nevertheless, does not
mean they are alike in the present. What links these seemingly disparate
regions in a larger view of North American and even global history is their
common transition from frontier to modern industrial region. Aron describes this transition as “the overlapping processes of conquest, colonization, and capitalist consolidation.”52 Their shared past causes the ﬁelds of
western and midwestern history to overlap.53
Adelman and Aron argue that “over the long run, European and indigenous fortunes in one area shaped—if not dictated—outcomes in the other North American borderlands.” Continuing along the lines of new western history need not necessarily obscure the Midwest, nor other frontiers
for that matter. Rather, explaining how these distinct American regions
emerged from a common frontier process could and should be a central task
of western American frontier history, which is precisely what Turner urged
in his later work, The Signiﬁcance of Sections in American History (1932).54
Despite new western history’s favoring of place over process, it is possible to study the Midwest and the West as contemporary US regions without
losing sight of their earlier nature as frontier zones. These two approaches
are not mutually exclusive. In general, the histories of the American West
written in the 1990s and 2000s reconceived the boundaries originally inscribed by new western history. For instance, Robert V. Hine and John
Mack Faragher’s The American West: A New Interpretive History and its more recent abridgement, Frontiers, have moved toward the reinclusion of eastern
frontiers. Though eastern frontiers do not ﬁgure prominently in the ﬁeld
of western history, since the dust has settled from the place vs. process debate few historians now reject a process-oriented western history entirely.
One need only look to an annual meeting program of the Western History
Association to see how the ﬁeld has also recently begun to adopt Atlantic,
Paciﬁc, and global perspectives.55
Should western historians fold the Midwest back into their ﬁeld, or
should midwestern historians work toward the development of their own
ﬁeld? The answer is not one or the other, but both. Scholars have exhaustively debated the positive and negative attributes of new western history
over the past twenty-ﬁve years, but few have asked what that shift meant
for regions outside the trans-Missouri West—America’s “last West,”
which has held ﬁrmly to its designation as the American West, or as Donald
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Worster puts it, the “true” West.56 That turn in historical scholarship hardly affected the Northeast (which tends to play a starring role in the study of
early American history) or the South (whose core interests largely remain
slavery, secession, and their aftermath), but it created an intellectual identity crisis for the Midwest. The new western historians sought to expel the
frontier from the study of US history as if it were theirs alone to dispose of.
But the legacy of Turner’s thesis casts as long a shadow across the Midwest
as it does across the West, and it retains signiﬁcant value as an analytical
tool in midwestern history.
Moreover, considering that the ﬁeld of western history has largely shifted its focus away from eastern frontiers, this essay asks how historians of
the Midwest might take this opportunity to reimagine their own ﬁeld. One
option is to pursue a regional emphasis by creating a “new midwestern
history” patterned on the work of those who have convincingly articulated
a set of uniquely western characteristics. And since like the West, as James
H. Madison argues, the Midwest “struggle[s] to ﬁnd a way to tell its story
in something other than themes of pioneer success,” scholars can also recast midwestern settlers more as usurpers than as benign prairie farmers
and lumberjacks, clearing and improving the land.57
Mary Lethert Wingerd’s new history of Minnesota provides an excellent
model for writing midwestern histories that deeply engage frontiers and
their legacies. North Country: The Making of Minnesota explores the process
by which Ojibwe and Dakota territory became the State of Minnesota. What
was once a hybridized “middle ground” society devolved into a violent contest for power by the mid-nineteenth century. The eventual consolidation
of American capitalist control ultimately thrust Indians and non-Indians
into a civil war that both secured the future of the State of Minnesota and
resulted in the Dakota hangings at Mankato, the largest mass execution
in US history. Wingerd’s book exempliﬁes a new treatment of midwestern
frontiers that historians would do well to emulate and build upon.58 If more
midwestern histories followed Wingerd’s model of deemphasizing “pioneer success” in favor of highlighting competing visions for the land—just
as Elliott West’s The Contested Plains did with Cheyennes and Americans in
gold rush Colorado—we would gain a fuller understanding of how the legacies of settler colonialism have forged the contemporary Midwest.59 Stories like these are not hidden or entirely unknown, but as Old World Wisconsin demonstrates, the erasure of Native histories in the region arises
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out of a sense that the Midwest truly belongs to Euro Americans. Highlighting frontier encounters as a means of breaking this historiographical habit
could usher in new multiracial histories of the American Midwest, works
that critically engage the construction of Euro American hegemony in the
region, its perpetuation into the present, and the experiences of communities that radically challenge white midwestern normativity.
To be clear, this essay does not posit that midwestern history is no longer being written, that the Midwest and the frontier have entirely disappeared from the ﬁeld of western history, or that all histories of midwestern
places have failed to take into serious consideration the region’s contested
colonial past—not at all. Although there is a critical need for more scholars
to join the daunting project of rewriting the Midwest—because narrative,
of course, has the power to reframe how we experience places—this work
has already been initiated by many of the authors referenced in this essay.
The “old midwestern history” faded in inﬂuence because it ceased to capture the scholarly and popular imagination. New midwestern historians
can acknowledge their intellectual debts and learn from the ﬁeld’s scholarly traditions, but should not focus energy on simply dusting off outdated
models without signiﬁcant revision. The future of a viable midwestern history depends upon retooling the ﬁeld for the twenty-ﬁrst century.
Doug Kiel is assistant professor of American studies at Williams College. He received his PhD
in history from the University of Wisconsin–Madison.
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