
The American State in the American West: A
Historiographical Essay

Introduction

The  history  of  the  American  West  is  deeply  intertwined  with  the  history  of  the  American  state.  From
territorial expansion and Indian wars to the building of railroads and dams, government institutions have
been pivotal in shaping the Western United States. Yet for much of the 20th century, popular mythology—
and even some historical scholarship—cast the West as a land of lone pioneers and minimal governance. In
reality, the American state’s presence in the West has been pervasive, ranging from federal ownership of
vast  lands  to  the  extension  of  federal  law  and  bureaucracy  across  frontiers.  This  essay  surveys  how
historical  scholarship on the American West  and the American state has evolved over the past  several
decades,  highlighting  key  developments  and  debates.  It  then  examines  major  trends  in  recent  years
(roughly the past 5–7 years),  and concludes with pressing debates and open questions that remain for
scholars.  The  goal  is  to  provide  a  comprehensive  historiographical  overview  of  how  historians  have
understood the role of the American state in the Western United States, tracing shifts in interpretation and
emerging avenues of research.

Early Perspectives: Turner’s Frontier and the “Weak State” Myth

For generations, the dominant narrative of the American West minimized the role of government. Frederick
Jackson  Turner’s  influential  “frontier  thesis” (1893)  portrayed  westward  expansion  as  the  triumph  of
democracy and individualism on the frontier, with little emphasis on federal authority. The frontier myth
celebrated hardy settlers taming an open wilderness, implicitly suggesting that the West was developed in
spite of, or at least apart from, state power. This aligned with a broader perception of the 19th-century
United States as a  “weak state” –  a nation supposedly governed by laissez-faire principles and limited
federal reach. In this traditional view, America lacked the heavy bureaucratic apparatus seen in European
empires; the federal government was thought to be largely absent from people’s everyday lives in the West.

However, by the late 20th century historians began to challenge both the Turnerian frontier myth and the
notion of an inconsequential American state. Political historians and historical sociologists (often in the field
of  American  Political  Development)  revisited  the  19th  century  and  found  considerable  evidence  of
government activism. Some, like Stephen Skowronek in Building a New American State (1982), showed how
the  late  1800s  saw  the  creation  of  modern  bureaucratic  institutions.  Others  emphasized  wartime
centralization  and  legal  frameworks  that  expanded  federal  power.  This  reevaluation  culminated  in
provocative arguments such as William J. Novak’s “The Myth of the ‘Weak’ American State” (2008), which
contended that historians had grossly underestimated the power and intrusiveness of the U.S. state .
Novak pointed out that even in the laissez-faire 19th century, American governments (federal, state, and
local) actively regulated economic life, policed social norms, and wielded legal authority. His thesis sparked
debate: some scholars responded that while the American state might not have been “weak,” it was peculiar
– strong in areas like warfare and land management but constrained in regulating industrial  capital  or
providing social  welfare.  For  example,  Gary  Gerstle  argued that  Novak’s  focus  on the state’s  strengths

1

1

https://chatgpt.com/?utm_src=deep-research-pdf
https://chatgpt.com/?utm_src=deep-research-pdf
http://legalhistoryblog.blogspot.com/2010/07/novak-myth-of-weak-american-state-focus.html#:~:text=,%E2%80%9D


downplayed a  chronic weakness: the U.S. government’s reluctance or inability to curb the power of
private capital .  This exchange foreshadowed a key theme in Western historiography: the American
state could be both “strong” and “weak” – formidable in coercive and extractive power, yet limited in other
domains.  Early revisions to the Turner thesis thus set the stage by questioning the old dichotomy of a
stateless West,  suggesting that the federal government had always been more present than the myths
acknowledged.

The New Western History and the “Federal Presence” (1980s–1990s)

A major turning point came with the rise of the New Western History in the 1980s. Led by historians such
as  Patricia  Nelson  Limerick,  Richard  White,  and  William Cronon,  this  school  dismantled  the  old  heroic
pioneer narrative and emphasized the continuing conquest and complex realities of the West. Crucially,
New Western historians highlighted the central role of government—especially the federal government
—in the Western past. As Patricia Limerick famously argued in The Legacy of Conquest (1987), the American
West was not an empty frontier won solely by individual effort, but rather a region heavily shaped by federal
policies, subsidies, and interventions. Richard White’s It’s Your Misfortune and None of My Own: A New History
of  the  American  West (1991)  likewise  painted  a  picture  of  the  West  as  a  land  of  both  corporate  and
government power, from the Army forts and Indian agencies of the 19th century to the federally funded
dams and reclamation projects of the 20th. By the 1990s, scholars fully embraced the idea of a strong
“federal presence” in the region . No longer was it plausible to write Western history as if Washington,
D.C.  were  a  distant  afterthought;  instead,  historians  showed  that  the  West  was  a  creation of  federal
statecraft in many respects.

Figure: Federal lands in the United States (c.2020) – The map below (based on U.S. government data)
highlights the vast extent of federal land ownership, especially in Western states. The colored areas indicate
lands managed by agencies such as the Bureau of Land Management, Forest Service, National Park Service,
and others. Western states like Nevada, Utah, Idaho, and Arizona contain huge swaths of public land, in
contrast to the minimal federal holdings in the East . Today nearly half of all land in the eleven Western
states  is  federally  owned ,  a  legacy  of  how  aggressively  the  American  state  acquired  and  retained
western territory. This stark fact underscores the New Western historians’ point: the American state has
always been a dominant presence in the West, managing land, resources, and populations on an imperial
scale.  Westerners  have  long  lived  on federal  land  and  under  federal  law  –  even  if  popular  folklore
emphasizes individual homesteads and private enterprise. 
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Federal  lands in  the United States. (Nearly  50% of  the acreage in the Western states is  federally  owned,
reflecting the enduring presence of the American state in the region . Map source: USGS/National Atlas
via GISGeography.) 

Karen R. Merrill’s 1999 article “In Search of the ‘Federal Presence’ in the American West” neatly captured
this historiographical moment. Merrill noted that over the preceding decade, Western historians had come
to recognize an active federal role in everything from land distribution and Indian policy to law enforcement
and infrastructure . She argued that Western historiography was now fundamentally about the interplay
of region and government. By highlighting figures like writer Wallace Stegner’s quip—“there are thousands
more federal employees in the West than there are cowboys”—scholars drove home how distinctive the
West has been for its government by bureaucracy. 

Concrete historical studies from the late 1980s and 1990s reinforced this perspective. For example, federal
land policy emerged as a crucial topic: the history of the Homestead Act, the General Land Office, and
policies disposing (or reserving) the public domain showed the state’s hand in allocating Western land. At
the same time, the history of Indian reservations and the Bureau of Indian Affairs made it clear that the
U.S.  government had essentially  administered large parts  of  the West  as colonial  territories.  Historians
documented the military conquest of Native nations, the establishment of reservations through treaties and
coercion,  and the role of  law in confining indigenous people –  all  undeniable exercises of  state power.
Patricia Limerick underscored that the West’s “unbroken past of conquest” was essentially a story of nation-
state expansion and colonization of peoples who already lived there. Indeed, as Stephen Aron observed,
“the conquest, colonization and consolidation of frontiers could not have been accomplished without the
leadership  and  money  of  the  federal  government.”  Absent  the  U.S.  Army’s  campaigns  against  Native
Americans, the takeover of lands by law and treaty, and federal investment in infrastructure, “American
expansion  surely  would  not  have  taken  place  at  the  pace  it  did” .  Western  expansion  was  not  a
spontaneous process of settler triumph; it was orchestrated and expedited by government action.

New Western History also pointed out the paradoxical “love-hate relationship” Westerners have had with
federal authority. On one hand, Western economies depended on federal subsidies and projects – railroads
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built on federal land grants, mines and ranches operating on public land leases, massive irrigation dams
and reclamation systems funded by Washington. The post-World War II West, in particular, boomed thanks
to  defense  contracts,  military  bases,  and  water  projects  (like  the  Hoover  Dam)  bankrolled  by  the  U.S.
government. “In all these ways, the government has led and supported [the West] and Westerners have
long fed from the federal trough,” Aron notes . On the other hand, a strong libertarian and anti-federal
ethos persisted in Western politics and culture – the image of the cowboy or miner who “asks nothing from
government,” resentful of outside control . Historians in the 1990s analyzed episodes like the Sagebrush
Rebellion (1970s–80s) – a movement against federal land control – as part of a long tradition of Western
resistance to federal authority, even as that authority was the very foundation of the region’s development.
This tension has become a defining theme: the “dependence begets resentment” dynamic  in Western
political culture. By 2000, the consensus among Western scholars was that the federal government not only
had a massive presence in the West, but that presence was profoundly formative and also contested by
those living under it.

Broadening the Lens (2000s–2010s): State-Building, Empire, and
Power

Entering the 21st century, scholarship on the American state in the West continued to deepen and diversify.
Historians started connecting the Western story to broader trajectories of American state-building and even
to transnational contexts. Several important trends shaped the historiography in the 2000s and 2010s:

1. American State-Building and “Greater Reconstruction”: Scholars of American political development
increasingly folded the West into narratives of how the United States became a modern nation-state. The
Civil  War and Reconstruction era, once viewed mainly through a North-South lens, came to be seen as
equally transformative for the West. Historian Elliott West coined the term  “Greater Reconstruction” to
describe  the  idea  that  the  Reconstruction  of  the  American  South  (after  1865)  was  paralleled  by  a
“reconstruction” of the West during the mid-19th century. In this view, the period from the 1840s through
the 1870s saw the United States not only abolish slavery and refashion the South, but also integrate the
vast  Western  territories  (many  recently  taken  from  Mexico  or  Native  nations)  into  the  Union  as  fully
governed  parts  of  the  country.  The  federal  state  extended  its  reach  over  the  West  through  military
conquest,  the  establishment  of  territories  and  new  states,  land  offices,  courts,  and  infrastructure
development. Important legislation passed during the Civil War – such as the Homestead Act (1862) and
the  Pacific Railway Act (1862) – facilitated Western settlement and economic integration under federal
auspices . Historian Richard White’s The Republic for Which It Stands (2017) and Elliott West’s Continental
Reckoning:  The American West  in the Age of  Expansion (2023) both stress that  state power and debates
about federal authority were central to Western expansion. Elliott West argues that the “birth of the
American West” through territorial acquisition, settlement, and conflict  must be understood alongside the
Civil  War,  with  the  two  processes  together  forging  a  modern  American  state .  The  U.S.
government’s ability to wage total war in the 1860s went hand in hand with its ability to project power
across a continent – defeating the Confederacy in the East while defeating indigenous resistance in the
West. The result by the late 19th century was a far more centralized republic, with the West knitted into the
nation-state’s legal and political framework. Recent scholarship on this era has therefore blurred the line
between “frontier history” and “state formation history,” treating the West as a crucial theater of American
nation-building rather than a sideshow.
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2. The American West as Internal Colony and Imperial State: Building on insights from Limerick and
others, many historians in the 2000s explicitly framed the American West as an  “internal empire.” They
drew  parallels  between  U.S.  expansion  on  the  North  American  continent  and  European  imperialism
overseas. The United States, in conquering the West, engaged in settler colonialism: the displacement and
subjugation of indigenous peoples and the exploitation of natural resources, all under the aegis of state
authority. Scholarship on  Native American history in these decades increasingly used the language of
colonialism  and  empire,  and  Western  historians  took  note.  For  instance,  studies  of  the  Indian  Wars,
reservation system, and assimilation policies showed the systematic exercise of state violence and power
to  control  a  subject  population.  The  tragic  outcome  for  many  Native  nations  –  land  loss,  population
collapse, cultural suppression – has been compared to other cases of colonial genocide. Indeed, recent
research has  candidly  examined the question of  genocide in  the American West.  Historian Benjamin
Madley’s An American Genocide: The United States and the California Indian Catastrophe (2016) documents the
state-sponsored  killing  of  California’s  Native  peoples  in  the  mid-19th  century.  Madley  uncovered  how
California’s  government  paid  bounties  for  Native  American  scalps  and  empowered  local  militias  that
massacred indigenous communities – evidence that “the state was paying scalp bounties” and permitting
mass killings that would meet modern criteria for genocide . Such findings force a reckoning with the
American state’s capacity for organized violence against indigenous populations. In an interview, Stephen
Aron noted that the  extermination of Native Californians after U.S. conquest (1848) fits the 1948 UN
definition  of  genocide,  with  state  and  militia  actions  playing  a  direct  role .  This  lens  of  settler
colonialism has pushed Western historiography to grapple with the moral and legal dimensions of state
power,  not  just  its  capacity.  It  also  connects  Western  history  to  global  discussions  of  empire  and
colonization. Scholars have even shown that other empires looked to the U.S. as a model: Nazi officials and
Imperial Japanese strategists observed America’s westward expansion – how it removed or marginalized
indigenous peoples and replanted territories with settlers – as a template for their own violent expansions

. While the contexts differ greatly, this comparison underscores that the American West was indeed an
imperial project, with the U.S. state acting as colonizer.

3. Law, Governance, and the “Strong State” Revisited: Another strand of scholarship in the 2000s focused
on the nuts-and-bolts of governance in the West, contributing to the broader debate on America’s “weak”
vs. “strong” state nature. Legal historians and political historians examined how laws and courts operated in
Western  territories  and  states,  how  federal  agencies  managed  everyday  life,  and  how  Westerners
themselves participated in governance.  One important work,  Novak’s  aforementioned 2008 AHR article,
inspired historians to re-examine legal institutions as instruments of state power rather than obstacles
to it. In the Western context, this meant looking at things like the federal court circuits that extended into
frontier towns, the U.S. Marshals and local sheriffs enforcing federal law, and the manner in which Western
territories were governed directly by Congress or federally appointed governors before statehood. The West
was a laboratory for federal authority: for example, anti-polygamy prosecutions in Utah Territory (against
the Mormon Church’s practices) in the late 19th century tested the reach of federal law into family and
religious life, culminating in the Supreme Court asserting strong national power to enforce monogamy.
Western  legal  battles  over  land  claims,  water  rights,  and  mining  rights  similarly  showed  a  vigorous
assertion of public authority to set rules for economic development. Scholars like Sarah Barringer Gordon
(on  Mormon polygamy and law)  and Donald Pisani  (on  water policy and the Bureau of  Reclamation)
revealed an American state in the West that was anything but hands-off. By the early 20th century, federal
agencies  such  as  the  U.S.  Forest  Service  and National  Park  Service  were  established,  again  often  first
impacting Western lands (national forests, parks like Yellowstone, etc.), and extending federal regulation
over millions of acres. Environmental historians noted that the American conservation movement, which
was a form of state intervention to manage resources, largely began in the Western landscapes of forests,
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mountains, and river valleys. Thus, far from being an administrative backwater, the West was a  proving
ground for state-building. In many respects, the federal bureaucracy had some of its deepest 19th-century
incursions in the West – whether in managing Indian affairs, policing morals and customs in territories, or
regulating natural resources.

By the 2010s, the accumulated scholarship left little doubt that the American West was a realm of robust
government action and policy. At the same time, historians continued to probe the character of that state
power. Was it coherent or fragmented? Was it mostly coercive (military, police) or also productive (building
infrastructure, providing services)? One influential view, championed by historians like Brian Balogh and
Margaret O’Mara, was that the American state often worked  indirectly or in partnership with private
actors –  a  “networked state”  rather than a European-style centralized bureaucracy.  This  idea resonates
strongly  with  the  Western  experience,  where  federal  authority  frequently  operated  via  public-private
partnerships: for instance, the government subsidized private railroad companies to build transcontinental
lines, contracted with stagecoach firms to deliver mail (as with the famed Pony Express, a private contractor
for the U.S. Post), and relied on local auxiliary forces (posses, civilian volunteers) to enforce its writ in far-
flung areas. The Western state could thus be seen as decentralized and improvised, but no less real. In
fact,  this  realization set the stage for some of the most innovative recent scholarship,  which uses new
methods to map and visualize how state power functioned on the ground in the West.

Recent Trends (2018–2025): New Methods, New Narratives, New
Voices

The last several years have witnessed exciting new scholarship that further illuminates the American state’s
role in the West, often with fresh methods and perspectives. Several major trends can be identified in work
from roughly 2018 onward:

Digital History and Spatial Analysis of State Power: One of the most groundbreaking recent works is
Cameron Blevins’ Paper Trails: The US Post and the Making of the American West (2021). Blevins employs digital
history methods – notably a massive database of 100,000 post offices – to map the federal government’s
reach  into  every  corner  of  the  West .  He  argues  that  the  U.S.  Postal  Service  wove  together  two
defining projects of the 19th century:  western expansion and the growth of state power .  The
postal  system  established  a  vast  communications  infrastructure  across  the  frontier,  binding  new
communities to the nation. Intriguingly, Blevins finds that the western postal network did not resemble the
slow-moving, permanent bureaucracy we might imagine; instead it was an incredibly adaptive, “ephemeral
web” of routes and offices that could appear and disappear as populations boomed or moved on . He
terms it a “gossamer network” – a delicate but extensive net of federal presence that could be spun out
quickly  to  a  remote  mining  camp  and  just  as  quickly  removed  when  the  camp  went  bust .  This
challenges older notions of how the state operates. It suggests the American state exercised power in the
West  in  a  flexible,  networked  fashion,  partnering  with  local  contractors  (stagecoach  lines,  local
storekeepers who acted as postmasters) rather than deploying large numbers of career civil servants. By
visualizing thousands of  post  offices dotting the Western map,  Blevins forces a “reconsideration of  the
American state, its history, and the ways in which it exercised power” . His work exemplifies how digital
tools (like GIS mapping and data analysis) can reveal patterns that were previously hard to see – in this case,
showing that even places often thought of as isolated frontier outposts were connected to federal systems.
Paper Trails not only confirms the depth of federal reach but nuances our understanding: the state in the
West  was  extensive  but  diffuse,  capable  of  rapid  expansion  through  public-private  collaboration.
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Reviewers have hailed Blevins’s study as “the leading edge of digital history” and praised how it makes us
“see state power in entirely new ways,” linking geography and governance . Going forward, we can
expect more such projects that harness big data to chart other arms of the state (perhaps mapping military
forts, land offices, Indian agencies, etc.) and their spatial impact on the Western landscape.

Integration  of  Racial/Ethnic  History  with  State  History: Recent  scholarship  has  also  more  closely
integrated the histories of ethnic and racial groups in the West – particularly Native Americans, Chinese
immigrants,  and Mexican Americans –  with the narrative of  state power.  Rather than treating these as
separate subfields, historians are examining how the American state both shaped and was shaped by its
interactions with these groups. A shining example is  Beth Lew-Williams’s The Chinese Must Go: Violence,
Exclusion, and the Making of the Alien in America (2018). This book reframes the story of Chinese immigration
and exclusion in  the  late  19th-century  West  as  a  dynamic  between grassroots  violence and federal
policy.  In 1885, a spate of anti-Chinese pogroms swept through Western mining towns and cities, with
white mobs harassing, assaulting, and expelling thousands of Chinese residents. Lew-Williams shows that
American immigration policies had incited much of this violence, and the violence in turn provoked
new exclusionary policies . The U.S. Congress had passed the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882 – the first
federal  law to bar  a  group of  immigrants  by race/nationality  –  but  its  initial  enforcement was uneven,
leading some western communities to take matters into their own hands (“driving out” the Chinese). Those
bloody  episodes  of  vigilantism then  pushed  the  federal  government  to  tighten  and  expand exclusion,
eventually devising a comprehensive regime of identification, deportation, and border control. Lew-Williams
argues that through this turbulent process, the United States forged a new concept of the “alien” in law – a
person  who,  because  of  race,  could  be  barred  from  citizenship  and  subjected  to  immigration
restriction . In other words, the modern American immigration state (with its apparatus of customs
agents, deportation officers, border checkpoints) was born from the crucible of the Western anti-Chinese
movement and the federal response to it. This is a powerful example of how Western events drove state
formation at the national level: the West was not just a passive recipient of federal policies but an active
site that produced demands for new kinds of federal power (in this case, immigration restriction).  Lew-
Williams’s work, along with studies of Latino experiences on the U.S.-Mexico border and African American
experiences in the West, reflects a larger trend of viewing the Western United States as a meeting ground of
races and state power. The West had diverse populations – including Native tribes, Chinese and Japanese
immigrants, Mexicans and Mexican Americans, Mormons, and others – whose presence often prompted the
American state to develop new policies. Whether it was creating the reservation system to manage Native
nations, or crafting naturalization laws that at first excluded Asians from citizenship, the state’s legal and
institutional development was frequently a response to the challenges of governing the West’s plural
society. Recent scholarship is thus bridging ethnic studies and political history to give a richer picture of
how federal and state governments imposed racial hierarchies  and how marginalized peoples navigated,
resisted, or adapted to government power.

Reintegrating the West into National Narratives: Another hallmark of the past few years has been a
conscious effort to reintegrate Western history into the mainstream of U.S. history, rather than treating
it as a regional or exceptional case. The publication of Richard White’s The Republic for Which It Stands (2017)
in the prestigious Oxford History of the United States series is telling – a synthesis covering Reconstruction
and the Gilded Age that gives the West equal billing with the East.  White (a leading Western historian)
emphasizes  that  one  cannot  understand  late  19th-century  America  without  understanding  what  was
happening in the trans-Mississippi West: the dispossession of indigenous people, the influx of settlers and
capital, the boom-and-bust of mining and ranching, and the political incorporation of new states. These
Western developments, White shows, were integral to national debates about citizenship, economics, and
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the role of government. For example, the admission of Western states with more progressive views on
women’s  suffrage  and prohibition  influenced national  politics;  Western  populism (farmers’  and  miners’
movements protesting railroads and gold-based currency) pushed national parties to consider radical ideas.
Historians  Noam  Maggor  and  others  have  examined  how  Western  populists  and  Eastern  financiers
clashed over market rules, shaping federal monetary and regulatory policy in the Gilded Age . In
sum, the trend is toward a more integrated narrative where the West is not a footnote but a central arena
for  American  statecraft.  Gary  Gerstle’s  synthetic  works  likewise  incorporate  Western  expansion  as
fundamental to the evolution of American liberalism and state authority. The Civil War and postwar military
occupation, as mentioned, are no longer just about the South (Reconstruction) but also about places like
the Great Plains and Southwest, where the U.S. Army was actively fighting indigenous resistance through
the  1870s  (e.g.  the  Sioux  Wars,  Apache  Wars).  Scholars  today  speak  of  the  “Civil  War  era”  as
simultaneously  a  period  of  continental  conquest .  The  net  effect  is  that  textbooks  and  general
histories are increasingly including Western case studies when discussing American political development –
from  the  establishment  of  the  first  national  parks  in  Wyoming/Montana,  to  federal  anti-polygamy
intervention in Utah, to the New Deal’s transformation of Western agriculture via dam projects. The West’s
story is being told as part and parcel of the story of the American state.

New Topics and Perspectives: In addition to these thematic trends, recent years have seen the emergence
of new topics that further enrich the historiography. For example, environmental history and climate history
have  intersected  with  state  history  in  new  ways.  Scholars  are  examining  how  government  agencies
responded (or failed to respond) to the West’s environmental constraints – water scarcity, wildfires, etc. The
history of water in the West is a classic topic (cadenced by works like Donald Pisani’s),  but with current
concerns  over  drought  and  climate  change,  historians  are  revisiting  how  19th  and  20th-century  state
policies (like the massive irrigation schemes of the Bureau of Reclamation) created an artificially abundant
West that might not be sustainable. As Stephen Aron quipped during California’s recent drought, the West’s
development always hinged on “the great triumph of irrigation and hydraulic engineering” versus the
reality of aridity . Understanding the state’s past role in allocating water rights and building dams is
crucial to informing today’s policy debates. Thus, the line between past and present blurs, and historians
find their work on Western state history more relevant than ever. Another burgeoning topic is the carceral
state in the West – the network of prisons, jails, and detention camps. For instance, Kelly Lytle Hernández’s
City of Inmates (2017) traces how Los Angeles, as a Western metropolis, built an apparatus of incarceration
targeting Native peoples, immigrants, and people of color, linking this to a broader story of settler colonial
social  control.  Even  the  history  of  Japanese  American  internment  during  World  War  II  (with  tens  of
thousands imprisoned in Western state camps by federal executive order) is being reinterpreted in light of
theories  of  race,  citizenship,  and  state  authority.  In  sum,  recent  scholarship  has  been  widening  the
aperture: virtually no aspect of Western life is now studied in isolation from the structures of power and
governance that underpinned it.

Finally, there has been an important push for inclusion of Native and other marginalized voices in telling
these  histories.  Whereas  older  histories  often  described  what  the  state  did  to indigenous  or  minority
communities, newer works strive to also show how those communities understood and responded to the
state. For example, historians are uncovering stories of Native diplomacy and legal resistance – how tribal
leaders engaged in treaty negotiations, or how Native activists in the 20th century fought for sovereignty
and rights (sometimes by invoking federal  law against  state authorities).  In the review of  Elliott  West’s
Continental Reckoning, the reviewer commended West for centering Indigenous history in the narrative, but
also noted that he relied heavily on non-Native scholarly sources, suggesting that greater use of Native
voices and sources (oral histories, indigenous scholars’ works) would further enrich the account . This
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critique  reflects  a  broader  movement  in  Western  history  towards  decolonizing  the  archive and
collaborating with Native communities.  The most recent scholarship often involves reading government
sources “against the grain” to see indigenous perspectives, or using tribal archives and oral traditions to tell
the story of American state expansion from the viewpoint of those on the receiving end. This is opening
avenues to reconsider events like the Nez Perce War or the Long Walk of the Navajo with a more empathetic
lens that incorporates both federal intentions and Native strategies.

Pressing Debates and Open Questions

Despite  the  significant  advances  in  our  understanding  of  the  American  state  in  the  West,  historians
continue to grapple with several debates and unresolved questions. As we conclude, it is useful to identify
some of the most pressing issues and promising avenues for further research in this historiographical
field:

“Strong State” vs “Weak State” – Reconciling Perspectives: One fundamental debate that endures
is  how  to  characterize  the  American  state’s  power.  Was  the  19th-century  U.S.  a  strong  state  in
disguise, or a weak state that only later grew strong? The case of the West provides ammunition for
both sides: the U.S. Army’s swift conquest of the West and the massive federal landholdings suggest
considerable  strength,  while  the reliance on private  companies  and the absence of  a  large civil
service  suggest  a  different,  more  diffuse  kind  of  power.  Historians  are  seeking  more  nuanced
frameworks beyond the binary. For example, some propose that the U.S. was “strong on coercion,
weak on regulation” – capable of exerting military force and territorial control (strong in the West),
yet hesitant to intervene in the industrial economy or provide social welfare (a form of weakness
noted by Gerstle ).  Future research might focus on specific measures of  state capacity in the
West: taxation and revenue extraction (was the West effectively taxed and governed financially?), the
presence of federal courts and their caseloads, or the efficacy of federal law enforcement in frontier
areas. By systematically comparing these aspects, historians could better define the unique nature
of  the  American  state.  The  myth  of  the  weak  state has  been  dispelled,  but  the  conversation
continues about what kind of state the U.S. really was – especially in a region as vast and varied as
the West.

Federal-State-Local  Relationships: Another  open  avenue  is  examining  the  interplay  between
different layers of government in the West. The American system is federalist – power is divided
among  federal,  state,  and  local  governments  –  and  in  Western  history  this  produced  both
cooperation and conflict. For instance, how did territorial governments (which were quasi-colonial
administrations) transition into state governments upon admission to the Union? Did Western states
continue federal policies or push back against them? The case of land policy is instructive: even after
statehood, the federal government often retained ownership of large portions of land, which could
cause tension with state authorities (a root of ongoing disputes over public land). Recent events like
the  Bundy standoff over grazing rights (2014) echo this historic federal vs. local clash. Historians
can delve deeper into archives of state legislatures, county governments, and city councils to see
how  local  Western  communities  negotiated  the  presence  of  federal  agencies  (for  example,  did
county sheriffs ever refuse to enforce federal  laws? How did local  politics react  to national  park
creations or military base placements?). Understanding these vertical power dynamics would give a
fuller picture of governance in the West.  It  also has contemporary resonance, as Western states
today navigate issues like federal environmental regulations or national monument designations –
debates deeply rooted in history.
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Economic Power and the State: While political and military aspects of state power have been well
studied,  there is  more to  explore about  the state’s  role  in  Western economic  development.  The
political  economy  of  the  West –  railroads,  mining,  agriculture  –  often  involved  public-private
entanglements. Classic works showed how railroad barons benefited from federal land grants and
loan guarantees,  but  there remains room to investigate other  sectors.  For  example,  the federal
government’s role in Western mining law (the 1872 Mining Law) essentially gave miners free rein on
public lands – a laissez-faire policy with huge implications for resource extraction. Why did the state
choose not to take royalties or a stronger role? Conversely,  in the oil  industry in the early  20th
century,  the  Teapot  Dome  scandal  showed  the  federal  government  leasing  reserves  to  private
companies corruptly – indicating state ownership of oil lands but weak oversight. Historians could
examine how  corporate power and state power intersected in the West: Did federal and state
governments regulate big ranching companies, timber companies, and others effectively, or were
they captured by those interests? Noam Maggor’s work on Eastern capitalists and Western populists

 suggests that Westerners at times pushed the state to intervene (for instance, Populists
wanted railroad regulation and silver coinage to help farmers and miners). This touches on a larger
question: to what extent did Western constituencies drive national economic policy (like silver
vs.  gold  currency,  or  antitrust  efforts  against  railroad  monopolies)?  More  research  into
Congressional debates and lobbying from Western states could illuminate how the West’s  needs
influenced the growth of federal economic regulation.

Environmental  and  Climate  History  –  The  State  as  Environmental  Manager: The  West’s
environment – arid, mountainous, resource-rich – meant that environmental management became a
key  state  function.  There  is  a  growing  dialogue  between  environmental  historians  and  political
historians  on topics  like  water  and forestry.  Moving forward,  the  looming challenges  of  climate
change  could  prompt  historians  to  re-evaluate  past  state  actions.  For  instance,  the  Bureau  of
Reclamation turned deserts into farmland with large irrigation projects; now, as rivers run dry, was
that a  sustainable model or an overreach of state hubris? Historians might critically assess the
long-term  impacts  of  federal  projects  like  Hoover  Dam  or  the  Central  Valley  Project  –  not  just
economically, but environmentally and socially (who benefited, who paid the costs). Additionally, the
national  parks  and  national  forests  in  the  West  were  early  experiments  in  conservation  –  how
effective were they in balancing preservation with public use? As wildfires become more intense, the
history of U.S. Forest Service policies (fire suppression, logging permits, etc.) is ripe for analysis to
understand how the state conceived of its duty to protect vs. exploit natural resources. Essentially,
the question is: How well did the American state act as a steward of the Western environment,
and what lessons does history offer for the future? Given that nearly half of Western land is still
government-managed, this historical inquiry has direct contemporary relevance.

Incorporating Indigenous Sovereignty and Perspectives: Perhaps the most vital ongoing debate
is how to incorporate indigenous perspectives and  sovereignty into the history of the American
state.  Traditionally,  the  state  is  viewed  as  the  entity  that  suppressed  indigenous  sovereignty;
however, Native nations have persisted and are political entities in their own right. Historians today
wrestle with writing a narrative of American expansion that fully acknowledges tribal sovereignty
and the fact that the “American state” never had uncontested authority over all people in the West.
There is increased attention on moments of Native agency: for example, how some tribes leveraged
diplomacy or adapted U.S. legal tools (like petitions, lawsuits, or appeals to Congress) to defend their
interests.  Future research might explore the myriad ways Native leaders  engaged with the U.S.
state – as adversaries, negotiators, or even co-opted allies.  Additionally, the history of federal
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Indian policy itself is an evolving subject. We have studies on the Removal era, the Reservation era,
the Allotment era (breaking up reservations via the Dawes Act), and mid-20th-century Termination
and Relocation policies. Each shift brought intense debates within the federal government about
how to manage or assimilate Native populations – essentially, how far the American state’s authority
extended over indigenous communities. Recent scholarship tends to condemn the paternalism and
coercion  of  these  policies,  but  also  highlights  Native  resistance  and resilience.  Still,  many  open
questions remain: for instance, how did interagency rivalries (between the Army, BIA, missionary
groups, etc.) shape outcomes on the ground? Why did some policies, like Allotment, ultimately fail
and get reversed in the New Deal era (Indian Reorganization Act of 1934)? Unpacking the internal
logic  (and  illogic)  of  the  American  state’s  Indian  policy  is  key  to  understanding  its  limits  and
capacities.  Moreover,  as  more  Native  historians  enter  the  field,  we  can  expect  approaches  that
reframe U.S. expansion from an indigenous viewpoint – perhaps treating the U.S. government as just
one polity among many in the West, rather than the inevitable hegemon.

Comparative and Transnational Approaches: Finally, an exciting avenue is placing the American
West in comparative perspective with other “wests” or frontiers. Scholars are asking, how unique was
the American state’s approach to frontier governance compared to (for example) Canada’s westward
expansion or Russia’s conquest of Siberia? Comparative studies could highlight different strategies
of settler colonialism – for instance, the U.S. used treaties extensively (though often dishonorably),
whereas Canada often preferred different legal fictions, and Latin American countries had their own
colonization  patterns.  Additionally,  the  influence  of  the  American  West  abroad  –  as  mentioned
earlier, observers from abroad studied the U.S. model – is a fertile ground. Did the U.S. in turn learn
from other empires? For example, American officials in the Philippines (after 1898) drew analogies to
managing  the  “wild”  tribes  of  the  Western  plains.  This  speaks  to  how  the  American  state’s
experience  in  the  West  became  a  template  for  overseas  imperialism,  and  vice  versa.  A
transnational approach can also shed light on migrations and exchanges that crossed U.S. borders:
the West was not a closed system but linked to the Pacific world (Chinese migrants, for instance, or
capital  from  London  financing  Western  mines).  How  did  the  American  state  respond  to  these
transnational flows? There is room for more research on international law and the West (such as
extradition treaties for cross-border outlaws, or how foreign citizens were treated in U.S. territories).
By broadening the lens beyond the nation-state,  historians can better understand the American
state’s behavior as part of global patterns of expansion, while also pinpointing what was distinctive
about the U.S. case.

Conclusion

In  conclusion,  the  landscape  of  scholarship  on  the  American  state  in  the  American  West  has  evolved
dramatically from the days when the frontier was seen as a realm of individualism and weak governance.
Decades of research have firmly established that the West was, and is, a domain of profound federal and
state involvement – from the violent conquests of the 19th century to the infrastructural and administrative
state of the 20th. Recent historiography has not only reinforced that understanding but also refined it,
illustrating  that  state  power  in  the  West  could  be  both  heavy-handed  (military  force,  law,  and  land
management) and subtle (networks of communication, indirect governance through private partners). The
past 5–7 years in particular have brought a blossoming of new approaches:  digital mapping projects,
richly researched case studies of racial violence and policy, syntheses that fully integrate West with
East, and critical interrogations of how we narrate power and resistance. The major debates now tend
to  revolve  around  interpretation  –  not  whether the  state  mattered  in  the  West  (that  is  settled:  it  did,
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enormously),  but  how it  mattered  and what  the  consequences  were  for  different  peoples  and  for  the
nation’s trajectory. 

As scholars continue to explore these questions, the history of the American West is increasingly at the
forefront  of  understanding  American  history  writ  large.  The  Western  past  offers  cautionary  tales  of
exploitation and exclusion, inspiring stories of community and democratic innovation, and enduring puzzles
about governance in a vast, diverse landscape. In the American West, the state had to navigate challenges
of distance, scarcity, and cultural plurality – issues that remain pressing in the present. It is fitting, then, that
historians are turning with fresh eyes to this region, armed with new tools and more inclusive perspectives,
to glean insights not only about how the West was won (or lost), but about the very nature of American
democracy and power. The historiography of the American state in the West is vibrant and still unfolding. By
tracing its development over recent decades, we see a field that has moved from the margins to the center
of scholarly inquiry, much as the West itself moved from periphery to core in the American imagination. The
ongoing debates and questions ensure that this field will  continue to be dynamic, relevant, and deeply
engaged with the fundamental American story of how a state and a society were built on the far horizons of
a continent.
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