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Abstract: Representations of fire in the U.S. are often tinged with nostalgia: for unburned landscapes,
for less frequent fires, for more predictable fire behavior, or for a simpler, more harmonious rela-
tionship between human communities and wildfire. Our perspective piece identifies four prevalent
nostalgic figures that recur in popular representations of wildfire: the Giant Sequoia, the Heroic
Firefighter engaged in “the Good Fight”, the Lone Frontiersman, and the “Noble Savage”. We assess
the affordances and constraints of each of these figures for helping and/or hindering fire management.
We consider how some forms of nostalgia position particular humans as heroes and fire as a villain,
how others prioritize the communities that come together to face catastrophic fire events, and how
some romanticize Indigenous burning practices. Drawing on knowledge from fire science, human
geography, and the environmental humanities, we suggest that a more nuanced understanding of
nostalgia can be useful for fire management and for finding healthier ways of living with more fire in
the future.

Keywords: fire management; social dimensions; environmental humanities; wildfire suppression;
firefighter; media; managed wildfire

1. Introduction

Like most things that involve change and loss, fire representations are often nostal-
gic; they trigger strong emotional memories that inform our relationships with fire itself.
The word nostalgia comes from the ancient Greek (nostos and algia) and means a painful
longing to return home. First diagnosed in soldiers and exiles in the 17th century, nostalgia
has always had environmental dimensions; the cause of this mysterious new illness was
“the desire for return to one’s native land” [1]. The home we long for is a real, physical place,
although the memories we attach to it, combined with the passage of time, often distort
that home [2]. In colloquial discourse, we sometimes say the nostalgic person sees the
world through rose-tinted glasses, as if the past was simpler, happier, and fundamentally
better. When it comes to fire, it might be more apt to cite another nostalgic truism: you
can’t go home again.

“Home” is a complex physical and emotional place, with powerful material and
ideological dimensions. For our purposes, home serves as a “shorthand for a set of
important hopes worth defending”, including “serious and genuine relationships to places
and their biotic regimes and landforms” [3]. Home is especially complicated for fire
managers and scientists, who must not only determine if, when, where, and what fires
should burn or be suppressed, but also imagine a future: a new home. Some turn to the
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historical fire regime concept, which simplifies decision making by referencing the period of
pre-European colonization as the model for the future [4]. But faced with the dramatic and
irreversible ecosystem changes of the last century, as well as climate change impacts that are
difficult to predict, fire managers confront unprecedented challenges. Should historical fire
patterns of the pre-suppression era be the benchmark, given the likelihood that combined
conditions of fuels buildup, invasive plants, climate warming and drought, and land use
and ownership change create scenarios where historical regimes may no longer achieve
desired or predictable results [4,5]? Is the historical fire regime concept itself, nostalgic?

Thanks to news stories and other popular media representations of fire, public aware-
ness of complex questions such as these is growing. But answers are hard to agree on,
leaving many wistful for an imagined, simpler past. The discomfort and anxiety of inten-
sifying fires prompt new varieties of nostalgia: for unburned landscapes, for smoke-free
summers, for less frequent fires, for more predictable fire behavior and effects, or for a
more harmonious relationship between human communities and fire. We suggest that
there is both diagnostic and reparative value in identifying these forms of nostalgia and
the “homes” they point us toward. Becoming aware of our attachments to these land-
scapes and relationships reveals some of the ingrained cultural values—both positive and
negative—that shape human relationships to the physical environment. Understanding
nostalgic perceptions of fire stands to benefit fire managers, fire scientists, firefighters,
and people who are impacted by fire—which is to say, all of us.

Fire behavior in the cultural landscape is an essential complement to understanding
its role in the natural landscape. Shifts in how we talk about and represent fire—in
news media, in scientific publications, among fire information officers, with our next-
door-neighbors—can change our emotional relationships to environments and ecological
processes. While collective emotions and attitudinal shifts may be hard to pinpoint in the
moment, that does not make the impact of such shifts less real or influential. Nostalgia,
as a poignant emotion felt at both individual and collective scales, plays a strong role
in these shifts. We argue that (1) nostalgia is an often-overlooked motivator that shapes
perceptions of fire and influences management; (2) identifying and coming to terms with
that nostalgia reveals the assumptions we hold dear about human relationships to the
more-than-human world, including fire, and about the processes and kinds of communities
we value; and (3) recognizing nostalgia will help us more consciously envision and realize
sustainable fire futures.

In what follows, we explore four popular representatives of fire and the forms of
nostalgia associated with them: the Giant Sequoia, the Heroic Firefighter (fighting the
“Good Fight”), the Lone Frontiersman, and the “Noble Savage”. We assess how each of
these figures represents powerful forces that can drive or derail our ability to live with fire.
We suggest that becoming aware of our nostalgia opens us to new relationships with fire and
releases us from an unhealthy, perhaps even addictive relationship, built on comfortable
human-nature binaries and hero—villain narratives. Finally, we argue for affective agility:
an emotional shift toward accepting complexity and uncertainty, and preparing ourselves
both emotionally and materially for a future with more fire in it. More pragmatically, we
suggest that identifying, exploring, and potentially revising popular nostalgic narratives
about fire can serve strategic purposes. We propose that nostalgia’s potent force might be
used as a catalyst for clear-minded evaluation of progressive fire management practices [6]
and the policy changes [7] required to adapt to a future in which fire is treated not as an
enemy, but rather as a wild partner with considerable agency in human and more-than-
human ecosystems.

2. The Giant Sequoia

High-profile wildfires in California in recent years—among them the KNP Complex
Fire and the Windy Fire in 2021, and the Castle Fire the year before—have brought a new
“hero” to television, phone, and computer screens around the world: the giant sequoia.
These trees can live for thousands of years, and they depend on low-intensity fires for
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dying can trigger both grief and nostalgia for a time before our rapidly changing climate
began to pose a serious threat to some of the largest and oldest living beings on earth.
Giant sequoias in the news exemplify how nostalgia works as an emotional hook to spark
concern in individual viewers and in humanity as a whole about the negative impacts of
fire suppression for fire-adapted ecosystems (Figure 1). 3of11

A recent PBS News story combines footage of “The Guardsmen” with moving testi-
mony about the impacts of fire on these “national treasures.” In an emotional interview,
1egroativonlalar keStlivice: (BUbjuengad GadistyPaighamgrametierrgHtiliagneuthe tihe
forenbaiteingikspishgaiftido thiaCastlédd iagldstoendd Sipddie &f KingnCae gianNeaioteid
Paslaticngf}tiveethgsthetilermvige frmeckisthedaiqedllatrsiok livVimgyhistowalkshg senolhs et
shypuaiab helilobeagmas Catirchieatid QasediipSogptage Bihdiadiatiadght ifaseidiid keveHeenf
imspheehbinthe crpuad & e lesorelisitles, thematwoodseYHese grees {possersensh{fdrohimed
terthsthestbrtandiva fiamibiat NP8 istiifgrishivigi ghrspemtilssrafstal gicg and pésrinetism cihisaisch
arpeerfmisddrad fAE Jdreparifitatyrleistotipnd the difictdatysedpdiidatiyalsé étbicad dePSiHHtthest,
wghienplieieheounserdticeenarisi@hor fihrl skeapedaribesrs, dnelvitientbatikmatiomegafrojoet
thad tsveoleerothe fumstertidrildfehefdiatlimatPahlaisgetgiar®@nediecias havel cthergedme
cherissngtinighgdflofedtintindpitRetnang Resetinealled udipgrialistamsh wigiul erraef el lthe
howndity (Rind/Vitedsainigatheskamd gnificend fiegs redng dbueaisoeding dying earpreigger
lpthegrird ardo)ostatsiadarct tioveaefots eungepiddbehangingakmate begarutarope e
wisut Shigatlar solsnedlibmlargashordreldast Heitigheingman castriaivideqawiseindhe
DRWSENEHHRELY horraroetaiginty eskeaesruerqtinnalshopkimeparkiconcep in éadividied,
vispeialaichishmanity awppshole-ahaitdhe aegativie HppaskRiAReBRRAMIESSIPAJPR
fireradaniad sceswstigns (Figure 1).

Figwwe 1. A firsfighter reaches (9 conneet with a giant seqiusia wiapped in profeative fire shaker
I}éﬁﬁiﬂﬁi&* 'g%w?&%&m@%&m@tﬁ@@&mhﬁi@%ﬁs%ﬁ%ﬁ@ﬁ%l~1Wg%€f£dﬁtﬁ &ary
AR, G&Y TS

A recent PBS News story combines footage of “The Guardsmen” with moving testi-
mony about the impacts of fire on these “national treasures”. In an emotional interview,
U.S. National Park Service (NPS) ranger Christy Brigham remembers hiking out to the
burn site in the spring after the Castle Fire destroyed 10-14% of the entire giant sequoia
population [9]. Seeing the damage done to these “pillars of living history”, she recalls that
she and her colleagues “all cried”; close-up footage of her distraught face and sounds of her
breaking voice as she recounts this memory convey her grief to viewers. Combined with the
romantic, familiar NPS uniform, which signals nostalgia and patriotism, this is a powerful
scene [9]. The military history of the uniform, especially the iconic NPS flat hat, is implicit
here, and General Sherman’s name hints at the violent settler colonial project and its role in
the formation of the National Park System. On the one hand, then, some viewers might be
feeling what Ronato Resaldo called imperialist nostalgia: grief for the loss of a thing one has
had a hand in destroying and a corresponding desire to preserve or restore it [10]. This form
of nostalgia is dangerous because it casts the destructive processes of settler colonialism as
innocent and reifies a human-nature divide as well as a linear progress narrative tied to
conquest and white supremacy. Where fire is concerned, imperialist nostalgia may support
a “business as usual” approach in which fire is not a partner but an enemy.

On the other hand, when seen as individual members of a valuable species rather than
metaphors for an idealized wilderness, these trees can elicit a different kind of nostalgia
for a wilder past, a “home” in which fire was not something to conquer or tame but rather
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an essential part of a vibrant, beautiful, dynamic ecosystem. This nostalgia is closely
aligned to the early twentieth century nostalgia that inspired the formation of the NPS
as an agency, which was initially created to protect America’s most awesome places and
secure opportunities for sublime encounters with the more-than-human world. By framing
the trees” mortality in human terms and tearing up while describing how these “ancient
beings ... [are] dying before our very eyes”, Brigham uses evocative anthropomorphic
language that encourages a sympathetic response in viewers. Her comments invite both
real-time grief at the tree mortality that has already happened, along with anticipatory
nostalgia for projected losses. This future-oriented form of nostalgia is a “nostalgia experi-
enced, paradoxically, before actual loss” [11]. It is the kind of anticipatory nostalgia Aldo
Leopold drew on in his Sand County Almanac, when he asked readers to imagine a world
without goose music, and the kind Rachel Carson elicited with her eerie, cautionary “Fable
for Tomorrow”, a pastoral town turned apocalyptic in which “no birds sing”.

The PBS story is savvy in connecting its emotional message to an ecological one:
it reminds us explicitly of the necessity of low-intensity fire for the sequoias’ regeneration
and resilience, as well as the fact that “they’ll need some help” from human managers,
especially in the form of prescribed burning and restorative thinning before the burns
happen—a view widely held by fire ecologists [6]. Brigham personifies the trees with heroic
language: they, along with the firefighters who try to save them, are “like superheroes”.
Because they have evolved with fire and have learned how to live well with it, the se-
quoias are role models for human fire managers, who could likewise treat fire as a partner.
The PBS story concludes by noting that the name of the tree comes from Cherokee Nation
tribal member, Sequoyah—a poignant reference that reflects the growing trend in film,
media, and fire management to turn to Indigenous peoples and their burning practices for
management models.

The giant sequoias and the nostalgia they elicit can thus be assets for fire management.
As a “flagship species”, these trees and their aesthetic charisma could catalyze concern and
even help raise funds—like the giant panda brand has done for the World Wildlife Fund [8].
Feeling the loss and acknowledging the costs of the human actions—fire suppression and
anthropogenic climate change—that are contributing to the deaths of these “ancient beings”
might prompt viewers to take responsibility for our impacts to both the trees and to the
ecological communities they critically support. Taking responsibility might in turn motivate
support for more strategic actions in the form of fuels management, embracing fire use,
and accepting the regenerative necessity of fire. Perhaps nostalgia can be a catalyst for
helping the public connect with the science of fire ecology and invest in the necessary
actions to enable fire-adapted species to continue living better with more fire. Awareness of
ecological interconnectedness can help us practice and hone affective agility and cultivate
an ethic of care that crosses species boundaries.

3. The Heroic Firefighter and “The Good Fight”

Heroic firefighters, and the battles they wage on our behalf, often evoke nostalgia for a
world where everyone is united about what is moral and good. In Svetlana Boym’s words,
this “restorative nostalgia” promotes the sense of a shared past as “a place of sacrifice and
glory” thatis anchored in often false ideals of truth, tradition, and “collective belonging” [1].
This type of nostalgia can manifest as a longing for pure categories, as in Bill McKibben's
“end of nature” nostalgia [12], or as a longing for an earlier period of moral righteousness,
tied to military endeavors—WWII, for example [13]. Not surprisingly, then, this brand of
nostalgia manifests in war-evocative language surrounding our relationship with wild-
fire, a rhetorical mode so common that we rarely comment on its power of persuasion.
Headlines such as “More than 700 firefighters lose ground to raging Nevada wildfires
24 h after the funerals of 19 colleagues who died” and “Canada provides assistance to
California in battle against historic wildfires” could easily replace “firefighters/colleagues”
with “soldiers” and “wildfires” with “wars” without changing the sentiment.
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personality flaw in the American psyche (think Vietnam, Afghanistan), and it characterizes
the last hundred-odd years of wildfire suppression, and the accompanying tragic loss of
firefighter lives. When we agree that fighting fire is a moral obligation, no cost is too great
to be deployed to win the battle. A fire suppression industrial complex has thus been
amassed to support this “good fight”, and it perpetuates the public’s economic (costing
taxpayers billions annually) and emotional investment in a strictly antagonistic relationship
with fire, one that lacks the nuances appropriate for our ecological understanding of fire’s
role. Nostalgic thinking about man/fire as a right/wrong juxtaposition has immediate and
negative consequences for fire management. It fundamentally contradicts the concept of
prescribed fire use or managed wildfire: how can you manage something you are obligated
to destroy? Such choices are too rarely put in the hands of the fire managers, who have the
experience and wisdom to choose which fires may be contraindicative for full-fledged battle
(“managed wildfire” [15]). When policy makers or fire managers are given the latitude to
decide not to fight, they often suffer severe public criticism: only traitors make friends with
the enemy. This issue has risen to the surface as one of the most complex and contentious
in fire management today [15] because it directly challenges the nostalgic attachment to
human dominion over nature.

4. The Lone Frontiersman

The American West has long been a staging ground for culture clashes. Most recently,
the Bundy Standoff, Malheur Occupation, and the pardon of “America’s Toughest Sherift”,
Joe Arpaio—clashes where individual freedom/liberty is understood to be at odds with the
“oppressive” institutions of modern government—point to the larger and still-unfolding
war between American right-wing populism and modern liberalism. These Western-style
dramas featuring ranchers, sheriffs, and good guys with guns inevitably play into the myth
of the frontier and its nostalgic positioning, according to environmental historian William
Cronon, as the “last bastion of rugged individualism” [16].

Within the arena of the West’s public land, resources, and fire management, the clashes
reveal long-standing antipathies between, on the one hand, an individualist or neo-
Jacksonian frontier ethos (limited government, privatization or transfer of public lands
and waters, environmental deregulation, greater resource extraction), and, on the other,
the more modern and cross-boundary cooperative North American Model of conservation
(multiuse public lands, limited resource extraction, biodiversity /wilderness, eco-tourism,
prescribed fire councils and associations; Figure 3). Fueled by questions and uncertainties
related to the West’s troubled new state of nature (climate change, megadroughts [17],
massive wildland fires ... etc.), today’s “mythic frontier individualist” or “Lone Fron-
tiersman” as we have identified the figure—a Dwight Hammond Jr. or Ammon Bundy,
appeals to a time when heroic and masculine individuals broke free of the “confining
structures of civilized life” [16] and subdued the frontier’s violent state of nature. However,
the Lone Frontiersman’s romanticized model of individual land stewardship is rooted in
a colonialist myth of the West as an unsettled region devoid of Indigenous peoples, their
histories, or government interference. In addition to perpetuating the erasure of Indigenous
history, this enduring myth helps fuel the present backlash against government owned and
managed lands, and ultimately makes it more difficult for public fire and land managers
to do their jobs. It is little known but important to recognize the consequences of such
individualism in the hundreds of annual human ignitions started on private lands, which
grow into destructive wildfires impacting multiple ownership boundaries [18].
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similar story today: though dressed like a working-class cowboy, Ammon Bundy’s Lor
Frontiersman is little more than a Stetson-wearing bourgeois whose success, should
and others like him get their way, only stands to benefit capitalist elites such as the Wilk
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Wilks Brothers, or their political appointees, in rolling back environmental regulations and
privatizing public resources. By diminishing the value of publicly owned lands and waters,
as well as eroding our trust in the officials who manage them, the Lone Frontiersman
stands as a powerful hindrance to 21st century fire management. Without the counter-
Frontiersman ethic of a broad commitment to a robust and multiuse American commons,
much-needed landscape actions such as prescribed burning and fuels reduction programs
will be difficult to enact at the scale required to make the West’s forests safer for human
communities and more ecologically resilient in the years to come.

5. The “Noble Savage”

The phrase “noble savage” first emerged in the late 17th century, around the same time
as nostalgia’s first diagnoses. The “noble savage” is a nostalgic character, tied to a distant
past when people lived in perfect harmony with the more-than-human world. In this
story turned stereotype, Indigenous peoples are assumed to be untouched by civilization,
idealized and free of sin, pure and one with nature, and clearly “other”. In the U.S., “noble
savage” discourse helped legitimize the colonization of the West, and dominant narratives
such as Turner’s “frontier thesis” cemented the stereotype in our cultural imagination;
Indigenous peoples are either rendered past-tense (as “disappearing Indians”) or romanti-
cized as “close to nature”, and so, part of the wilderness in need of taming. This form of
imperialist nostalgia obscures violent histories and "reaffirm(s) the racialized, progressivist
ethos of industrial capitalism" [21].

In U.S. culture, Indigenous identity has become “both a versatile cultural signifier”
and “a sign of something unchanging, a first principle” [22]. As Deloria shows in Playing
Indian—a book that traces cultural and political appropriations of Native identity from early
colonial settlement through the twentieth century—representations of Indigenous peoples
are often tied to a nostalgia for simpler Edenic relationships with the more-than-human
world. The “noble savage” has evolved into the “ecological Indian” [23], and iconic images
such as the “Crying Indian” PSA of the 1970s, tether Indigeneity to nostalgia [2]. Among
the many downsides of this romantic version of Indigeneity is that it dehumanizes real
people, homogenizes tribes, and flattens Native identity into a set of stereotypical traits
that are ripe for appropriation.

As fire managers, fire scientists, and a variety of publics across a diversity of landscapes
(cultural and physical) become more aware of how Indigenous fire practices continue to
shape landscapes and inform fire practices globally, nostalgic tendencies may play both
positive and negative roles. At its worst, nostalgia leads fire managers into the well-worn
trenches of the “noble savage”. Take, for example, Vinyeta’s 2021 examination of the United
States Forest Service’s suppression era scoff at low-intensity controlled burning as “Paiute
forestry” and the ways in which the agency invoked tropes of “Indian savage”, “Vanishing
Indian”, and “Terra Nullius” to support its own forestry agenda [24].

At its best, nostalgia may help the fire community acknowledge and learn from con-
tinuous Indigenous fire practices, rooted in deep, dynamic, and changing knowledges
of the relationships among people, place, and fire. For example, Hoffman et al. [25] sug-
gest that engaging Indigenous-led fire stewardship can protect human communities from
increasingly severe wildfires, enhance biodiversity, and increase ecosystem heterogene-
ity. Consideration of continuous and dynamic Indigenous histories may also help fire
communities expand time scales, recognize greater complexities of human—environmental
relationships, and counter “lone frontiersmen” attitudes with more collectivist approaches.

Looking critically at fire management history requires disrupting harmful forms of
nostalgia and recognizing tribes as distinct entities with continuous histories. In Lucy Walk-
ers’ recent documentary film, Bring Your Own Brigade, Plains Miwok Tribal Practitioner and
Chico State University geography professor, Don Hankins, describes watching California’s
Paradise Fire burn, reflecting on the way fire sweeps across the landscape in his Tribe’s
first fire story: “the one that destroys everything” and leaves you with nothing. Watching
such destruction leads Hankins to reflect that “our society is experiencing the first fire
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ment, it should also be noted, is the emotional catharsis produced by narratives of renewal
and rebuilding that dominate the post-wildfire mediascape. By contrast, a holistic
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be noted, is the emotional catharsis produced by narratives of renewal and rebuilding that
dominate the post-wildfire mediascape. By contrast, a holistic understanding of fire as both
servant and master can support the implementation of fire-mitigating fuels treatments and
an expanded playbook (coupled with public information campaigns) to support wildfire
use and management. Vaccines are not perfect and there will be some “breakthrough
infections”, but if we work to change the narrative around wildfire and firefighters, we
give ourselves a fighting chance.

To do this, society must adapt to uncertain conditions, including a “home” that is
perpetually unstable. As eager as many of us are to see fire returned to the West, we
cannot forget that many western Americans have developed a sense of place in which fire
is absent, or when it does become present, is treated as an enemy incursion at the first sign
of smoke and made war against. New emotions, such as solastalgin—a nostalgic longing or
homesickness that emerges when we have not left home, but are witnessing environmental
changes all around us—are symptoms of a broader sense of uneasiness that philosopher,
Glenn Albrecht, suggests is growing in our epoch [26]. Affective relationships to change
must become more agile in order to complement and productively respond to a rapidly
changing material world. Affective agility is not easy to achieve, especially when emotional
attachments to nostalgic ideals, such as the Lone Frontiersman or hero firefighters, are part
of the fabric of our national identity.

Fire offers a unique opportunity to shift the emotional landscape of the American
public in favor of holistic management practices based on the principle—effectively demon-
strated by climate change itself—that human and ecosystem health cannot be separated.
Learning to live with fire, that is, breaking the cycle of society’s material and cultural in-
vestment in landscapes and airsheds shaped by fire suppression, requires more than simply
informing the public about the ecological and human-safety benefits of fire: it requires
persistent and public reckoning with the figures and forms of nostalgic attachment—the
Lone Frontiersman, the Good Fight, Bambi, Smokey the Bear—that taught and continue
to teach us to antagonize fire. More than anything, it requires sharing diverse stories
including practices as different as Indigenous burning traditions and “redneck” ecosystem
management [27], as well as collaborating on new strategies for living with fire in the
21st century.
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