
region on Americans’ mental maps or as a macro-scale generalization of various 
concrete geographic realities, the American West clearly exists as a region and not 
just as a frontier. However, to truly understand the present-day American West, we 
must avoid regionalism’s tendency toward geographic near-sightedness—the West 
is not the only place with peripheries, deserts, and a complicated past of ethno-
cultural interaction and conquest. Furthermore, we must recognize that the West 
itself is a highly heterogeneous place and thus be willing to abandon any notion of 
the definitive West in favor of a more flexible one which allows sub-regions and even 
non-regions to coexist. In short, as we reconceive the history and geography of the 
American West around the concept of region, we must remember what the regional 
concept implicitly is all about—adding a comparative geographic context to the 
stories we tell about our world. 
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Figure A 
 
Patricia Nelson Limerick’s Seven “Common Characteristics” 
of Places in the Present-Day American West 
 
1. Prone to Aridity »» Makes these Places Resistant to “Conquest” 
2. Greater Presence of American Indians and Indian Reservations 
3. Greater Proportion of Land Under Federal Government Control 
4. Share a Border With Mexico »» A Cultural-Economic Borderland 
5. Closer than Eastern Places to the Pacific Rim »» Greater Ties to Asia 
6. Primary Waves of Anglo-American Conquest Came After the U. S. 
A. was “Fully Formed”, politically and economically 
7. As a Result of All of the Above, “Prone to Demonstrate the Unsettled 
Aspects of Conquest” 
 
Source: Patricia Nelson Limerick, “The Trail to Santa Fe: The Unleashing of the 
Western Public Intellectual,” in Patricia Nelson Limerick, Clyde A. Milner, and 
Charles E. Rankin, eds., Trails: Toward a New Western History (Lawrence: 
University Press of Kansas, 1991), p. 70. 
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Figure B 
 
Vale and Vale’s Eight Popular “Mental Images” 
of the Present-Day American West 
 
1. Empty Quarter : a Land to be Plundered and Exploited by Outsiders 
2. Frontier : Mythic Home to the Exotic, the Wild, and the Rugged 
Individual 




