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The Power and Promise of  
New Iowa Histories 

ASHLEY HOWARD 

IN THE PREFACE to the 4th edition of Give Me Liberty, Eric Foner 
intones that history “is what the present chooses to remember 
about the past.”1 Our shared historical narratives serve numer-
ous functions: origin story, cautionary tale, and myth. Similar dis-
courses also animate local and state histories, but these legends 
are often more difficult to dislodge. At every step in the process 
of remembering and (re)presenting history, our own biases, as-
sumptions, and myopia are replicated. From the sources they 
consult to the subsequent generations that they train, historians 
often produce the research and scholars that we want, not neces-
sarily the ones we need. Given the heartland’s centrality in the 
national imagination, Iowans in particular benefit from engaging 
with challenging, and frankly messy, histories of the state. Ac-
knowledging that a “true” or “full” history can never actually be 
told, researchers are tasked with creating broader, complex his-
tories.  
 Jeff Bremer’s wide-spanning topical and chronological sur-
vey A New History of Iowa offers just this. In telling the state’s his-
tory through its exceptional citizens as well as ordinary people, 
Bremer crafts a more inclusive story of the quintessential mid-
western state. By amplifying the values its citizens hold dear 
through the expansion of well-known historical touchstones, the 
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author offers readers new gateways to reconsider who is an Io-
wan and challenge dominant regional mythologies. The book is 
organized into three parts, each consisting of five chapters. Part I 
begins with the state’s first inhabitants through the Civil War. 
The second focuses on events between the Civil War and the 
1920s, while the final section tells the history of Iowa from the 
end of the Great Depression through 2020. Within these chrono-
logical sections, individual chapters are also divided thematically, 
including “religion, education, and rural life,” urbanization, and 
politics. A New History of Iowa joins the ranks of other grand syn-
theses of the state’s history including Leland L. Sage’s A History 
of Iowa, Joseph Frazier Wall’s Iowa: A Bicentennial History, and 
Dorothy Schwieder’s, Iowa: The Middle Land. It is in the footsteps 
of this last book that Bremer follows most closely.  
 A New History of Iowa opens with these jarringly direct lines, 
“As late as 2020 Iowa was the whitest state in the Midwest—a 
huge region stretching from Michigan and Ohio to Kansas and 
North Dakota—and one of the whitest states in the nation.” This 
demographic portrait coupled with historian Jon Gjerde’s evoca-
tion that Iowa is “the most Midwestern state,” may lead some to 
believe that whiteness and the region are synonymously and per-
petually entwined. Bremer additionally offers that the “the state 
is more agricultural, less urban, and less diverse than the rest of 
the United States. These characteristics make it a very midwest-
ern place.”2  
 In so doing, the author evokes a Midwest synonymous with 
farming, rurality, and monoculture, although his book provides 
ample evidence to the contrary. Historians of Latinx, Black, In-
digenous, Asian, and Arab Iowans have long grappled with 
these contradictions. By uncovering and writing more expansive 
histories, these scholars counter assumptions that a group’s con-
tribution to society is only relevant if they possess significant nu-
merical representation. Despite this disconnect, Bremer provides 
a thoughtful avenue for complicating extant narratives, offering 
a book that “tells a new Iowa story, a vibrant, diverse one that 
refutes the idea that the state is dull or mediocre or that anyone 
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should question its importance. Iowa was never a homogenous 
place.”3 I whole-heartedly agree with this assertion. Scholars, in-
cluding Bremer, can go farther in tying diverse narratives and 
relevance explicitly together, however. Through the incorpora-
tion of people of color’s experience in the state, a more nuanced 
portrait of its white majority as well as compelling challenges to 
the dominant tropes, become more readily apparent. The new 
histories of Iowa must explicitly put divergent narratives in con-
versation with one another. 
 The mythology of Iowa, and the Midwest in general, is 
rooted in who is or is not part of the polity, often identified 
through claims of rightful ownership and other markers of legit-
imacy. By beginning with the Indigenous nations who first in-
habited what would become Iowa, Bremer in subtle and not so 
subtle ways, challenges the ongoing logics of entitlement. The 
author reminds readers that many of the state’s first Euro-Amer-
ican families were in fact “squatters” who only began “migrating 
into Iowa Territory legally” in 1831.4 When he writes of difficult 
choices made by late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century mi-
grants, a savvy reader should hear the twenty-first-century ech-
oes of Iowans from Bosnia, Congo, and Burma. 

People came to Iowa for a variety of reasons. “Push” factors . . . 
such as unemployment, hunger, or political or religious repres-
sion. “Pull” factors drew migrants to a new area, such as job 
prospects or positive reports from earlier migrants. There was 
a direct correlation between cheap land and migration in the 
Midwest. . . . This drive for economic improvement was a pow-
erful motivation for most migrants to Iowa.5 

In outlining the reasons that mid-nineteenth century white peo-
ple migrated to the state, Bremer invites readers to associate the 
present-day new arrivals to Iowa with the promoted midwestern 
ideals of self-reliance and upward mobility. In linking people un-
derstood to be in Iowa and not of it, to the state’s most deeply 
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held mythologies, Bremer provides a finessed and much-needed 
juxtaposition. To be certain, this is not to say that Iowans born in 
Chicago or Chihuahua or Changji are replicating white Iowans’ 
values, but rather the values that Iowan’s hold dear as being 
uniquely midwestern are in fact universally human.  
 The overarching, but unarticulated, theme in A New History 
of Iowa is the state’s deeply paradoxical relationship with Iowans 
of color. Bremer captures this tension throughout the text citing 
incongruities such as the “salvation of Ralph Montgomery and 
the death of Nathaniel Morgan” as evidence of the state’s capri-
cious race relations. Other times such juxtapositions are troubling 
and seem to affirm the narrative Bremer is committed to chal-
lenging. For example, he writes “when the legislative session 
ended, one diarist, Theodore Parvin, noted that most of the law-
makers were ‘all drunk with few exceptions.’” This local color is 
offered immediately following Bremer’s account of the first terri-
torial legislature’s imposition of harsh restrictions on Black peo-
ple “barring them for voting, testifying against whites in a trial, 
or attending white schools” among other race-based constraints.6 
In this linguistic alignment, some might read into this account 
that lawmakers were racist because they were drunk and not that 
they were drunk racists. Moreover, by noting that “more than 
half of legislators were born in southern states, mainly Virginia 
and Kentucky,” Bremer seems to locate the origins of racially re-
strictive laws with lawmakers’ birthplaces in lieu of connecting 
them to general regional trends. Both factors can be true, and 
Bremer offers broader context of ongoing anti-Black legislation 
in neighboring states on subsequent pages.7 But the fact that half 
of legislators hailed from non-southern states and did not speak 
up to strike down such restrictions is also telling. In the new his-
tories of Iowa, scholars cannot just explain away racism as the 
fault of outsiders but must address the complexities straight on. 
Bremer writes explicitly, “while Iowa’s racism was not as infa-
mous as that of Southern states, it profoundly restricted the lives 
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of the state’s nonwhite population.”8 Such candor is unquestion-
ably appreciated in a field so often dominated with triumphant 
narratives. But what such assertions offers in forthrightness, they 
lack in explanatory power. 
 By explicitly contextualizing his evidence, Bremer could 
make a more compelling analysis of current Iowa conditions, in 
a way that standalone facts themselves cannot do. In 1981 union-
ized meatpackers earned the 2020 equivalent of $85,400 annually. 
Less than a decade later, full-time employees earned less than 
$15,000 a year.9 While the author acknowledges that corporate 
processors “recruited immigrants, often undocumented” be-
cause they could not hire enough American-born workers to 
meet the labor demands, he neglects to connect these dots. 
Bremer keenly notes that the influx of new Iowans born abroad 
“reinvigorated declining rural areas whose native-born popula-
tion had been leaving,” alluding to but not articulating the polit-
ical and social tensions that came from this demographic shift. 
Another juxtaposition that is ripe for exploration, “In 2021 the 
magazine U.S. News & World Report ranked Iowa as the number 
one state for ‘opportunity.’ Forbes magazine named Des Moines 
the best place for businesses and careers.” But the very next para-
graph offers this abrupt contrast, “African Americans in Iowa’s 
capital city would have not recognized it as a place that gave them 
opportunity, however.”10 More in-depth and frank discussion 
identifying the simultaneous processes of declining unionization, 
wage suppression, structural inequality, and the diversification of 
the work force (and the state’s citizenry), provides an alternative 
way to view Iowa’s recent history, politics, and culture.  
 Scholars must reconcile the most enduring narratives that 
white Iowans tell about themselves with the historical reality. 
This requires an entirely new orientation in the way researchers, 
authors, and educators see history. Bremer often offers pointed 
critiques illustrating that at times Iowans were on the right side 
of history for the wrong reasons. In considering the Republican 
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Party’s opposition to slavery he writes, “this did not mean that 
midwestern Republicans were any less racist.” Rather they 
sought to abolish slavery not for its inherent evil, “but because 
association with any Black person degraded the white race.”11 
But in addition to complicating the “bright radical star” frame-
work, A New History of Iowa reminds us that other reexaminations 
lie just under the surface, ready for the next generation of schol-
ars to interrogate. Throughout the text Bremer offers detailed 
paragraphs that could be the jumping off point for dozens of the-
ses and dissertations. In so doing, he brings to the fore what Af-
rican Americans and other Iowans built for themselves, 
confirming to future scholars that these stories are worthy of 
deep investigation. 
 As this is a work of synthesis, Bremer relies on published sec-
ondary sources. And while this is unavoidable given the monu-
mental task he undertook; it can replicate our blind spots. I hope 
this book inspires historians of Iowa to not only research the peo-
ple and institutions that have been denied careful scholarly at-
tention, but also to place extant histories in conversation with 
each other. In so doing, truly new histories of Iowa can emerge. 
To demonstrate the potential of these new ways of thinking, I 
draw from several examples in the book. Bremer includes Chief 
Poweshiek’s powerful statement, protesting the forced removal 
of the Meskwaki/Fox people from their Iowa homelands. “Soon 
I will go to a new home. You will plant corn where my dead sleep. 
Our towns, the paths we have made, the flowers we have loved 
will soon be yours.”12 These words capture not only the devas-
tating loss of the state’s dispossessed nations but also reveal the 
ley lines of violent actions conducted in the name of progress and 
social order. The eponymous county suffered an anti-abolitionist 
riot in 1860, cross burnings in the 1920s, and a gruesome and ru-
mored racially motivated killing of a Black man in 2020.13 By 
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overlaying a single county’s accounts, scholars leverage historical 
narratives to dispel myths that Iowa is an accidentally exclusion-
ary white place, demonstrating the centuries’ long mechanisms to 
ensure that it stayed that way.  
 A second example of new ways to see Iowa history is inspired 
by one of its most iconic images, the black or gold circle logo with 
the letters ANF inscribed within it. In 1985 football coach Hayden 
Fry helped usher in the “America Needs Farmers” initiative amid 
the devastating Farm Crisis. But just two years prior, Congress 
passed the Migrant and Seasonal Agricultural Worker Protection 
Act of 1983, and 40 years after that sixth-generation Black farmer 
Todd Western III held the inaugural Iowa Farmers of Color Con-
ference in Des Moines.14 By analyzing the particular struggles a 
diverse body of agricultural workers face, scholars could seize 
the opportunity to create meaningful dialogues about the perils 
of farm labor, government intervention, and the reciprocal im-
pact these workers had on Iowa. Finally, Bremer discusses the 
1967 Waterloo uprising and Davenport’s League of United Latin 
American Citizen’s (LULAC) activism on opposite sides of a 
two-page spread but does not connect that the organization won 
a major legislative victory protecting migrant child laborers that 
same year. The juxtaposition of these two events provides an 
opening to explore the very different lived experiences of Iowans 
of color, during the same era and in proximal geography. One 
group of people must pass laws to protect their children from ex-
ploitative labor practices in rural areas, while another group’s 
children are engaging in urban civil unrest in response to being 
shut out of the summer labor market.15  
 A deeper investigation into these events, and possible con-
nections between them, will allow historians of Iowa to write 
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more sophisticated studies on the political economy of the state 
as well as dislodge recent historiographical trends that place the 
experiences of midwesterners of color in false “white-other” bi-
naries. Put simply, in addition to including diverse faces in Iowa 
spaces, scholars can fundamentally re-write the state’s history by 
employing panoramic frames. The expansiveness of inclusive 
histories outside well-trod historical frames allows scholars to 
ask and answer more complicated questions. By grappling with 
the paradoxes and putting disparate histories (gender, ethnic, en-
vironment, labor, etc.) in conversation with each other, the next 
generation of historians will write rich, fresh accounts of Iowa’s 
history.  
 In their deep exploration of oft-forgotten actors and reorien-
tation of timeworn narratives, scholars, students, and enthusiasts 
of the discipline should also ruminate on an offshoot of Foner’s 
assertion, “Who is history for and who is history by?” It is hard 
not to read this book with 2024 eyes. Bremer details that “in 2021 
the state was five times as diverse as 1980, with 15 percent of its 
population nonwhite. Indeed, by the early 2020s, more than 130 
languages were spoken in Iowa’s public schools, and more than 
one-quarter of Iowa K–12 students were nonwhite.”16 Through-
out the text he reiterates how much previous generations valued 
education offering that “Iowans of all backgrounds believed that 
schools were invaluable,” and that “Iowa also benefited from the 
construction of public libraries and opportunities for education, 
enlightenment, and informed citizenship that they made availa-
ble.”17 Iowans also benefitted from affordable, world-class edu-
cation at what would become the University of Iowa, Iowa State 
University, and University of Northern Iowa. Yet it seems that 
today these spaces are the sites for some of the most contentious 
debates on the direction of Iowa’s future. The next generation of 
historians must write narratives that reflect and affirm the whole 
of the state’s current K–12 students. If we want new histories of 
Iowa, we must also confront the limits of the archive and the 
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training of historians and educators, in order to provide greater 
access to the histories we need.  
 Bremer ends his impressive account on the COVID-19 pan-
demic, offering that vaccines and falling infection rates might 
breed “hope for a return to a more normal life in the state.”18 But 
what is normal in Iowa? If anything, A New History of Iowa reveals 
that in fact this story is ever changing. My hope is that this book 
encourages future scholars of Iowa and the Midwest to challenge 
what is normal about this state. If Iowa is the most quintessential 
state in the most quintessential American region, deep study and 
narrative innovation may also offer profound insights with how 
we as a nation expand and strengthen our democracy. History by 
and for the people will only encourage and empower the next 
generation of Iowa’s doctors, lawyers, teachers, historians, and 
citizens. 
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