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A Genealogy of Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument: Considering the Future of 

Federal Public Lands 

Julie Brugger, University of Arizona 

 

In September 1996, President Clinton proclaimed the Grand Staircase-Escalante National 

Monument (GSENM) in southern Utah in order to protect its scientific and historic resources.  In 

December 2017, President Trump reduced the size of the Monument by 46 percent and opened 

the excluded lands to motorized vehicles, energy and mineral development, and sale or other 

disposition.  His action was immediately challenged by multiple lawsuits which will take years 

to settle in court.  This article examines these events and the shifting management of U.S. public 

lands through the lens of governmentality.  It traces the genealogy of GSENM as perceptions of 

public lands shifted from vacant, to possessing valuable natural resources, to national landscapes, 

to show how new forms of management and governmentality arose and were contested.  Using 

these insights, it considers what current trends in public land management suggest about an 

emerging neoliberal governmentality and the future of public lands. 

 

Keywords: neoliberal governmentality; re-territorialization; genealogy; democracy; public lands; 

Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument 
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Introduction 

 

On September 18, 1996, President Clinton used the 1906 Antiquities Act to create the 1.9 

million-acre Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument (GSENM) in southern Utah in order 

to protect its “spectacular array of scientific and historic resources,” including “one of the best 

and most continuous records of Late Cretaceous terrestrial life in the world” and cultural 

resources “outstanding in their variety of cultural affiliation, type and distribution” (Clinton 

1996).  This rugged, arid, and sparsely populated region of multi-hued cliffs and labyrinthine 

canyons was public land managed by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) in the Department 

of the Interior (DOI).  The Proclamation specified it should remain under the management of the 

BLM, making it the first national monument the BLM would manage and signaling a new role 

for the agency. 

 

On December 4, 2017, President Trump, after directing the DOI to evaluate national 

monuments designated from 1996 through 2017 and receiving public comments demonstrating 

overwhelming support for maintaining the national monuments under review as they existed, 

reduced the size of GSENM by 46 percent (Figure 1). Trump directed the remaining Monument 

land to be divided into three management units and the newly-excluded lands to be opened to 

motorized vehicles, energy and mineral development, and “sale or other disposition” (Trump 

2017).  The legality of Trump’s Proclamation 9682 was immediately challenged by multiple 

lawsuits which will take years to settle in court. 
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Meanwhile, the BLM rushed to prepare new management plans for the affected lands.  It 

placed a notice in the Federal Register that it would begin taking public scoping comments for 

the plans on January 16, 2018.  It released a draft on August 17 in which its preferred alternative 

“conserves the least land area for physical, biological and cultural resources,” “is the least 

restrictive of energy and mineral development,” and has the greatest potential for adverse effects 

on resources among other proposed alternatives compared to other alternatives considered (BLM 

2018a, ES10). 

 

This article analyzes the creation and reduction of GSENM and current trends in 

management of U.S. public lands through the lens of governmentality.  Twentieth-century 

French philosopher and historian Michel Foucault created the term ‘governmentality’ to refer to 

ways in which the state seeks to shape the conduct of subjects.  The article begins with a 

genealogy of GSENM that illustrates the role that public lands have played historically in 

shaping the forms of government and governmentality that have emerged in the U.S. over time 

as perceptions of these lands shifted from vacant to possessing valuable natural resources to 

national landscapes.1  Foucault used genealogy to investigate the “the history of the present” by 

“revealing the power relations on which it depends and the contingent processes that have 

brought it into being” and continue to inform ongoing developments (Garland 2014, 372).  The 

article then turns to the present and considers what the creation and reduction of GSENM and 

recent trends in the management of public lands indicate about ongoing shifts in governmentality 

and the future of public lands. 

                                                 
1 The term ‘national landscapes’ is taken from the National Landscape Conservation System, created in 2000 to 

manage national monuments and other special management areas under BLM jurisdiction.  The name has since been 

changed to National Conservation Lands. 
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Public lands are federal lands that are held in trust for the American people and managed by 

the federal land management agencies: the BLM, the National Park Service (NPS), the U.S. Fish 

and Wildlife Service, and the Bureau of Reclamation in the DOI, and the U.S. Forest Service 

(USFS) in the Department of Agriculture. The public lands were originally part of the public 

domain: U.S. territory acquired through cession by the original thirteen states or from foreign 

powers or native peoples.  Nearly all U.S. territory outside the original states was once part of the 

public domain.  The federal government originally intended to transfer all the public domain to 

private ownership but began retaining some lands under federal management in the latter half of 

the 19th century, initiating recurring struggles over their management at the local, state, regional, 

and national levels.  The lands retained are what we refer to today as the public lands.  Today the 

federal government owns about 28% of U.S. territory; the largest proportion is managed by the 

BLM, 248 million acres.  Most public lands are in the western states, where Nevada has the 

highest proportion (79.6%), followed by Utah (63.1%) (Vincent, Hanson, and Argueta 2017). 

 

Analytical Concepts 

 

Neoliberal Governmentality 

 

Foucault initially created the term ‘governmentality’ to describe a shift in the operation of 

the state and political power between the 16th and 19th centuries, from sovereignty to 

‘government’ (Foucault 1991).  Sovereignty seeks to establish control over a territory and the 

collection of subjects within it using the power of command and punishment.  Government seeks 
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to ensure “the welfare of the population, the improvement of its condition, the increase of its 

wealth, longevity, health, etc.” (ibid., 100) through “the conduct of conduct”: managing at a 

distance the relations between “men and things,” including “the territory with its specific 

qualities, climate, irrigation, fertility, etc.” (ibid. 93). 

 

Foucault described two forms of governmentality.  Liberal governmentality, which emerged 

in the 18th century, is underpinned by the political rationality of classical liberalism which 

emphasizes individual liberty and economic freedom.  It addresses the problem of how the state 

can shape the conduct of subjects without encroaching on individual rights or constraining 

economic activity by developing “the art of the least possible government” (Foucault et al. 2008, 

28).  In liberal governmentality, the state takes a minimal role in protecting individual rights, 

excepting the right of property, frees Adam Smith’s “invisible hand” of the market to ensure “the 

welfare of the population,” but may still  take a role in the provision of public goods. 

 

A neoliberal governing rationality began to arise in the 20th century in response to the 

stronger role taken by the state in Nazism and fascism in Europe and in New Deal Keynesianism 

in the U.S.  Understanding its implications is crucial to considering the future of public lands.  

Neoliberal rationality seeks to minimize the role of the state by extending “the formal principles 

of a market economy” to “a general art of government” (Foucault et al. 2008, 131).  Through a 

process Foucault refers to as ‘economization,’ the state disseminates market rationality to all 

domains, activities, and subjects, including aspects of the social system “not usually conducted 

through or sanctioned by monetary exchanges” (Foucault et al. 2008, 243), and configures 

human beings exclusively as market actors (Brown 2015).  With neoliberal rationality, economic 
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growth and the welfare of the economy replace the “welfare of the population” as the goal and 

legitimization of state power (Foucault et al. 2008, 144); competition replaces market exchange 

as the regulatory principle because it facilitates economic growth (Brown 2015); and “permanent 

vigilance, activity, and intervention” (Foucault et al. 2008, 132) on the part of the state to support 

the market replaces the principle of laissez-faire.  Subjects become “human capital,” self-

entrepreneurs who are responsible for making appropriate self “investments” in order to survive 

and appreciate self-value (Foucault et al. 2008), but who may be required to “sacrifice” when 

economic reality requires it (Brown 2015, 211).  Since competition produces winners and losers, 

inequality is naturalized.  The state does not intervene in ecological, social, or political 

“collateral damage,” nor does it support the cost of reproducing and developing human capital 

(Brown 2015). 

 

Foucault did not live to see neoliberal governmentality become the dominant form of 

government in the late 20th century and the extent to which it has reconfigured the relationships 

among the state, subjects, the social, and the economic  Some of the policies that have realized 

neoliberal governmentality and are characterized as “neoliberalism” include deregulation of 

industry and finance capital, reduction in welfare state provisions, and privatized and outsourced 

public goods, such as education, parks, roads, and prisons.  Political scientist Wendy Brown 

points out that the results of these policies have been increased inequality, “the conversion of 

every human need or desire into a profitable enterprise,” and economic volatility (2015, 28).   

 

Brown also argues that neoliberal governmentality threatens democracy because it is 

“converting the distinctly political character, meaning, and operation of democracy’s constituent 
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elements into economic ones” (Brown 2015, 17).  Freedom is equated with unregulated markets, 

individual liberty is narrowed to market conduct that radically constrains choices and ambitions, 

and equality is replaced with a market formulation of winners and losers (ibid., 41-42).  Rather 

than bearers of rights, members of publics, or constituent elements of popular sovereignty, 

citizens are human capital who “may be invested in or divested from depending on their potential 

for GDP enhancement” (ibid., 110).  Public values, public goods, and participation in political 

life dwindle and citizenship is reduced to voting.  Neoliberal governmentality not only hollows 

out the practices and institutions of liberal democracy, it undermines liberal democratic 

principles and expectations that could be mobilized to halt the extension of neoliberal rationality 

to all aspects of social life, to oppose legislation that benefits the few over the many, and to incite 

demand and political action from below for public goods, such as a safer and protected 

environment, better schools, and access to health care (ibid., 207). 

 

Neoliberal governmentality also threatens public lands.  As privatizing and outsourcing of 

formerly publicly supported and valued goods becomes normalized, it becomes increasingly 

difficult to explain why any public goods, like schools, libraries, and public lands, should be 

supported by government and available to everyone (Brown 2015), and why public lands should 

be spared from development.  In such debates, government is not seen as representing the public 

but as an alternative, and less efficient, market actor (ibid., 176).  While public lands have so far 

largely resisted the onslaught of neoliberal rationality, it continues to intensify. 

 

Re-territorialization 
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Geographer Bruce Braun (2000) observed that Foucault left the question of how “the 

territory with its specific qualities” comes to be known largely unexamined (Foucault 1991, 93).  

Braun argues that territory is historically contingent, produced through networks of science, 

government, and capital, and that changes in these networks produce ‘new’ territory: “a space – 

both epistemological and geographical – that could be incorporated into forms of political 

rationality” (ibid. 28).  Braun’s article refers to the emergence of new forms of government to 

govern this ‘new’ territory as ‘re-territorialization,’ building on Vandergeest and Peluso’s (1995) 

concept of ‘internal territorialization.’  The latter involves “excluding or including people within 

particular geographic boundaries … controlling what people do and their access to natural 

resources within those boundaries,” and “communication of both the territorial boundaries and 

the restrictions on activities within the territory” (ibid., 389).  Local residents both participate in 

and resist processes of territorialization to shape the forms of government that actually emerge.  

Braun’s ‘re-territorialization’ emphasizes that this process reoccurs when ‘new’ territory 

emerges.  The genealogy of GSENM shows how, as public land came to be seen in new ways, 

new forms of government emerged to govern this ‘new’ territory that were shaped by ongoing 

struggles at the local, state, regional, and national levels.  As national landscapes open another 

‘new’ space to be incorporated into neoliberal rationality, its re-territorialization is still ongoing. 

 

From Vacant Land to National Landscapes2 

 

A genealogy of GSENM begins when the Articles of Confederation went into effect in 1781 

and the United States of America first came into being.  The original thirteen colonies ceded the 

                                                 
2 This section is condensed from Brugger (2009, 2014). 
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“western lands” they claimed to the new federal government and these lands became the public 

domain.  Although native peoples inhabited this territory, Euro-American settlers saw it as 

vacant because native peoples did not settle in one place nor view land as property.  The 

existence of vacant territory both legitimated and enabled the new federal government to 

exercise sovereignty.  To re-territorialize this territory, the federal government began passing a 

series of laws, beginning with the Land Ordinances of 1784, 1785, and 1787, which were 

intended to encourage settlement of the public domain lands and to transfer them to private 

ownership.  This re-territorialization was strongly resisted by the native peoples who occupied 

the lands.  As the U.S. acquired vast amounts of territory through the Louisiana Purchase in 

1803, the Oregon Compromise in 1846, and the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848 (the latter 

included the land from which GSENM would eventually be created), the management and 

disposal of the public domain remained the chief business of the federal government until after 

the Civil War (White 1991). 

 

For a variety of reasons, re-territorialization of the ‘vacant’ public domain lands proceeded 

quite differently and produced very different results than the founding fathers had envisioned.  A 

major reason is the territory itself.  West of the 100th meridian much of the land is too rugged or 

the climate too dry to support farming.  However, laws passed by Eastern legislators to 

encourage settlement were based on the vision of a nation of small-scale farmers as in the East.  

For example, the 1862 Homestead Act provided a means to gain title to 160 acres, an amount 

they believed would support a family.3  As a result, most of the West remained in the public 

domain, setting up conditions for a ‘tragedy of open access’ that played out over different 

                                                 
3 They also had liberal aspirations to protect liberty and equality by preventing the emergence of ‘land barons.’ 
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timeframes throughout the arid West, in which unregulated use of resources led to their 

degradation and depletion (Brugger 2009; Sayre 2017). 

 

By the latter half of the 19th century, as concerns over deforestation, water, and overgrazing 

arose, the public domain lands came to be seen as possessing valuable natural resources, which 

were threatened by uncontrolled development, and the federal government began to withdraw 

lands from the public domain and take on a role in managing them.  This marked a shift toward a 

liberal governmentality to govern this ‘new’ territory for “the welfare of the population.”  The 

shift coincided with the rise of the Progressive movement (1890-1920), which espoused using 

governmental authority to carry out reforms based on technical and scientific expertise and 

efficiency, which served to legitimate it. 

 

Congress created Yellowstone and Yosemite National Parks in 1872 and 1890 respectively, 

to protect their scenic wonders; in 1891, the General Revision Act gave the president the power 

to establish forest reserves (today’s national forests); and in 1906, the Antiquities Act gave the 

president the power to establish national monuments to protect objects of historic or scientific 

interest.  Land withdrawn in these ways became the public lands and necessitated the creation of 

national bureaucracies to manage them, the first being the U.S. Forest Service in 1905.  New 

sciences of forest and range management served to legitimate federal control.  The public lands 

provided a site for exercising liberal governmentality through concrete policies and practices.  

However, this re-territorialization was contested and shaped by Native American and subsistence 

users of national park lands (Spence 1999, Jacoby 2001) and local settlers, livestock growers, 
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and Western legislators who opposed creation or regulation of forest reserves (McCarthy 1992, 

Merrill 2002). 

 

The remaining public domain lands were deteriorating as a result of unregulated grazing, 

but, due to resistance from Western legislators, Congress did not take measures to protect them 

until the passage of the 1934 Taylor Grazing Act.  A crucial clause of the act, “pending its final 

disposal,” indicated that Congress was still trying to decide what to do with these lands and that 

the arrangements laid out in the Act might be temporary (Klyza 1996; Merrill 2002; Rowley 

2000).  The BLM was created in 1946 to manage the federal grazing lands but was given no 

official power and little funding.  It was not until passage of the 1976 Federal Land Policy and 

Management Act (FLPMA) that rangelands were officially recognized as a resource and the 

BLM was finally given authority to manage them.  GSENM was created from these lands twenty 

years later.  FLPMA also officially ended the federal government’s policy of disposal and 

declared that the remaining public domain lands would be retained in federal ownership, 

touching off the so-called Sagebrush Rebellion, a loosely organized movement among state and 

county governments and rural citizens in the West that sought greater state and local control or 

privatization of public lands (Davis 2001; Makley 2017). 

 

Recreation became increasingly popular after World War II as a result of increasing wealth and 

leisure, contributing to another shift in perceptions of the public lands.  The Multiple-Use 

Sustained-Yield Act of 1960 displaced the primacy of resource production for the USFS and 

ensured that the ‘multiple uses’ of national forests would be treated equally and would include 

timber, wildlife, range, water, and outdoor recreation in combinations that would best serve the 
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needs of the American public, and not necessarily yield the highest economic return.  The rise of 

the environmental movement in the 1960s, which espoused a preservationist agenda and engaged 

in media campaigns to inform public opinion, contributed to shifting perceptions and to the 

passage of environmental legislation that had a profound impact on the operation of the federal 

land management agencies.  In particular, the 1969 National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), 

which instructed federal agencies to prepare Environmental Impact Statements (EIS) for all 

significant federal actions that might affect the environment, opened avenues for public input 

into land management agency decision-making and for environmental organizations to use legal 

processes to influence decisions.  Legal challenges pushed the USFS and BLM to shift from 

management that emphasized resource extraction to ecosystem management that focused on 

balancing economic with ecological concerns (Davis 2018).  With increasing recreational use 

and federal regulation, private natural resource producers began to lose their influence in how to 

manage federal lands. 

 

In the West, the many national parks, forests, and monuments attracted ‘amenity migrants’ 

seeking solitude and aesthetic vistas to adjacent rural areas.  At the same time, lower real estate 

prices in these areas attracted ‘equity migrants’ seeking relief from skyrocketing urban real estate 

prices.  As resource-based rural economies declined, the main local industries became tourism, 

recreation, and real estate.  These depend on the existence of landscapes that fit the primarily 

urban environmental aesthetic of an imagined pristine nature, in contrast to the working 

landscapes of ranching, logging, and mining, on which the livelihoods of many longtime rural 

residents still depend.  Even the public land managed by the BLM, once seen as “chiefly 

valuable for grazing” (TGA, 43 USC 315), came to be valued more for the amenities they 
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offered (Sayre 2005).  Since the 1990s, states with the highest proportion of public lands have 

experienced the highest rates of population growth (Sayre 2005). 

 

The creation of GSENM exemplified the ongoing shift in perceptions of the public land 

managed by BLM from lands possessing natural resources to national landscapes: more valuable 

for recreation, solitude, biodiversity, and their aesthetic qualities than for resource extraction and 

cherished by a broad spectrum of U.S. citizens and international visitors.  This shift initiated a 

new, and ongoing, episode of re-territorialization.  Neoliberal rationality, on the rise since World 

War II in reaction to the New Deal and continued growth of the welfare state through social and 

economic programs pursued from the Truman through the Johnson administrations (Foucault et 

al. 2008), was poised to govern the ‘new’ national landscapes.  This re-territorialization is also 

being contested. 

 

The creation of GSENM was intended to be an “October surprise” to attract 

environmentalist voters preceding President Clinton’s run for reelection in 1996.  Plans were 

kept secret from Utah residents and elected officials until the President, standing on the rim of 

the Grand Canyon in Arizona, proclaimed the Monument.  In the towns adjacent to GSENM, 

reaction was immediate and explicit.  In Kanab, many businesses closed, school children 

released dozens of black balloons, and protestors held a “Loss of Rights” rally where they wore 

black arm bands.  In Escalante, angry residents burned Clinton and Interior Secretary Babbitt in 

effigy.  Utah’s elected officials expressed their objections to the press immediately after the 

proclamation ceremony.  The Utah Association of Counties and the Utah School and Institutional 

Trust Lands Administration filed a lawsuit against the federal government, unsuccessfully 
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attempting to have the Proclamation creating GSENM overturned.  While the Clinton 

administration tried various strategies to placate opponents, resistance to GSENM remained 

strong in the region for many years, making its day-to-day management problematic (Brugger 

2009). 

 

Several examples illustrate how neoliberal rationality informed the management of GSENM.  

First, debates about the Monument often focused on its economic effects (Brugger 2009).  

Opponents argued that it hurt the local economy by reducing well-paying jobs in resource 

extraction; proponents argued that it benefited the local economy by provided new business 

opportunities and many more jobs in the tourist industry and construction.  Second, the first 

Monument Manager, appointed from the NPS, was expected to implement its preservationist 

ideology on GSENM.  However, when the George W. Bush administration took office, it 

replaced her with a veteran BLM employee who was expected to uphold the traditional role of 

the agency in facilitating resource development.  Finally, an environmental organization, the 

Grand Canyon Trust (GCT), used the phrase “market-based approach” to reducing the impacts of 

livestock grazing on public land to describe its Grazing Retirement Program, which purchased 

permits for grazing allotments on GSENM from willing sellers with the goal of retiring the 

allotments from grazing (Brugger 2009).  Both Bush Administration Interior Secretary Gale 

Norton and Assistant Secretary of Policy, Management, and Budget Lynn Scarlett expressed 

support for GCT’s “market-based solution” to resolving resource conflicts.  This is also an 

example of devolution of authority, a feature of neoliberal governance (Brown 2015), in which a 

nongovernmental organization takes on conservation decision-making that is officially the 

responsibility of a government agency. 
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The Reduction of GSENM 

 

As soon as President Trump took office in 2017, a major shift in public lands management 

began to take shape, signaled by opening up lands to and fast-tracking oil, gas, and mineral 

development; limiting public input; and the reduction of GSENM and Bears Ears National 

Monument.  In February 2017 the Utah State Legislature passed a resolution (HCR 12) 

introduced by Congressman Mike Noel from the district where GSENM is located, asking 

President Trump to reduce the size of GSENM.  Kane and Garfield Counties, in which the 

Monument is located, passed similar resolutions.  Economic arguments took the forefront.  

County leaders have long argued that GSENM has stalled economic development and reduced 

livestock grazing.  These claims are countered by facts.  Studies by the Sonoran Institute show 

that the economies of Garfield and Kane Counties continued to grow after GSENM was created 

(Rasker et al. 2004a, b); data from the BLM shows that no reduction in the number of animal 

unit months of livestock grazing have occurred since Monument designation (Maffly 2018). 

 

On April 26th, 2017, President Trump issued an Executive Order instructing Interior 

Secretary Ryan Zinke to evaluate national monuments over 100,000 acres designated from 1996 

through 2017.  This ensured that GSENM was included in the process.  The first step, according 

to the summary report issued by Zinke, was to “gather the facts” on the monuments under review 

from the BLM to aid in making recommendations (Zinke 2018).  The BLM report, mistakenly 

released in July 2018, pointed to significant benefits of the designation of GSENM for surveying 

and protecting cultural resources, increasing scientific discoveries, and supporting non-federal 
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jobs (Maffly 2018).  The second step was to “ensure that the local voice was heard by holding 

meetings with local, state, tribal, and other elected officials as well as meetings with non-profit 

groups and other stakeholders, as well as providing an online format for public comment” (Zinke 

2018).  However, on his visit to GSENM, Zinke met with local elected officials, but refused to 

meet with business owners and residents who had gathered from communities adjacent to 

GSENM.  The DOI received approximately 2.8 million online comments which overwhelmingly 

(98%) supported maintaining the national monuments under review as they existed, 

demonstrating how much the American public values them as national landscapes (Weiss 2017).  

However, in his summary report, Zinke dismissed what he called a “well-orchestrated national 

campaign organized by multiple organizations,” while dwelling at length on comments opposing 

the monuments (Zinke 2018).  On December 4, 2017 President Trump reduced the size of 

GSENM by 46 percent and Bears Ears by 85 percent. 

 

The development of new management plans for lands formerly in GSENM proceeded with a 

speed uncharacteristic of the BLM.  On January 18, 2018, a 60-day scoping period was 

announced.  Only two public scoping meetings were held: in Kanab on March 28 and in 

Escalante on March 29.  The Draft Management Plan was released on August 15 and again only 

two public meetings to accept comments on the draft were held: in Escalante on October 15 and 

Kanab on October 16.  Nevertheless, when the comment period for the GSENM plan closed on 

November 30, over 500,000 public comments had been received. 

 

The Draft Management Plan opens with a statement of the BLM’s mission: “to sustain the 

health, diversity, and productivity of the public lands for the use and enjoyment of present and 
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future generations.”  In jarring contradiction, the BLM’s preferred alternative “conserves the 

least land area for physical, biological and cultural resources,” “is the least restrictive of energy 

and mineral development,” and “has the greatest potential for adverse effects on resources 

among other proposed alternatives” (BLM 2018a).  The Final Management Plan, released 

August 23, 2019, confirms this alternative with a few minor changes.  A Record of Decision is 

expected in 2020. 

 

Trends in Public Lands Governance and Management 

 

The creation and reduction of GSENM reflect ongoing trends in public lands management 

and a new form of governmentality that is emerging to govern them as national landscapes.  The 

trends fall into two opposing categories: 1) increasing public involvement with public lands, 

including use and advocacy, participation in decision making, and collaborative management, 

and 2) decreasing political support for public lands, including increasing polarization between 

Republicans and Democrats on public lands policy, defunding federal land management 

agencies, attempts to reduce public involvement, and attempts to transfer public lands. 

 

Increasing Public Involvement 

 

Public lands have truly become national landscapes.  Data from the BLM (2018b), USFS 

(2017), and NPS (2017) show that the number of people using them continues to increase over 

time, suggesting increased public familiarity with and support for public lands and the need for 

increased funding for management and maintenance.  Response to the 2017 review of national 
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monuments provides powerful evidence of this support (Weiss 2017).  In addition, membership 

in national environmental organizations that advocate for public lands, such as the Sierra Club, 

and those that support specific areas, such as Grand Staircase Escalante Partners, continues to 

grow, and experienced a large jump after the 2016 election (Makley 2017; Davis 2018). 

 

As the public becomes more familiar with public lands, opportunities for public participation 

in decision making are increasing.  NEPA, together with subsequent environmental legislation, 

mandated more public participation in decisions about public land management and opened 

avenues for environmental organizations to litigate decisions and their implementation.  Federal 

land management agencies have also taken steps to proactively involve the public in decision 

making.  For example, in 1995, the BLM set up Resource Advisory Committees composed of 

members representing the variety of public land users, as well as environmental groups, tribes, 

state and local governments, and academia, to advise the BLM on public land management 

issues.  USFS has similar committees to advise on recreation fees. 

 

Since the 1990s collaborative management of public lands has been recognized as a 

promising approach to addressing complex and contentious management issues and many 

successful examples exist (Wondolleck and Yaffee 2000; Brick, Snow, and Van de Wettering 

2001).  Collaborative processes include a wide variety of stakeholders and seek to create the 

conditions in which knowledge sharing and joint learning can occur in order to promote the 

development of common understanding, mutual agreement, and collective action.  The benefits 

claimed include more relevant, effective, and democratic decisions leading to better ecological 

outcomes.  Social learning leads to improved communication, relationships, and trust among 
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stakeholders and the development of social networks (Wondolleck and Yaffee 2000; Lachappelle 

et al. 2003). 

 

In these trends, more Americans are coming to see and support public lands as a public good 

and engaging with others from different backgrounds, who may value public lands for different 

reasons, to find mutually agreeable approaches to management. 

 

Decreasing Political Support 

 

In the past, protection for public lands and the environment was a bi-partisan issue.  

Republican President Theodore Roosevelt withdrew more than 230 million acres from the public 

domain to establish 150 national forests, 51 federal bird reserves, four national game preserves, 

five national parks and 18 national monuments on over 230 million acres of public land (DOI 

2016).  NEPA, the Clean Air Act, the Marine Mammal Protection Act, the Safe Drinking Water 

Act, the Endangered Species Act, were passed and the Environmental Protection Agency created 

during the administration of Republican President Richard Nixon. 

 

A partisan divide began to appear in the 1970s with the rise of corporate-funded groups 

opposed to environmental protections and informed by neoliberal rationality.  It solidified during 

the 1980s Reagan administration which first began to enact neoliberal rationality in actual 

policies, including reducing environmental protections.  The divide continues to grow, fueled by 

the Tea Party movement during and after the 2010 elections, the formation of a congressional 

working group, the Federal Land Action Group, dedicated to land transfer and an anti-parks 
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caucus composed of about twenty far-right Republican legislators (Davis 2018), and covert 

funding for think tanks, lobby groups, university foundations, and media outlets that denounce 

the federal government and extol unregulated markets (Drier 2011; Mayer 2016).  The goal of 

privatization of public lands appeared in the Republican Party’s 2012 platform, then morphed in 

2016 to transferring them to the states (Davis 2018).  While neoliberal rationality has come to 

inform the economic policies of both parties, Democrats have continued to support public lands 

and environmental protections. 

 

While public use of public lands is increasing, funding for the agencies that administer them 

is not.  For example, the 2018 BLM budget of $1.1 billion represented a $162.7 million decrease 

from 2017 (DOI 2018).  For the NPS, Comay (2018) reports that, while appropriations have 

increased since 2009, visits have also increased, staffing remains about the same, and the 

deferred maintenance backlog has increased to $11.61 billion for FY 2017.  Vincent (2017) 

reports a $.81 billion backlog for the BLM and $5.49 billion for the Forest Service in FY2016.  

In addition, as wildfires increase on public lands, more of agency budgets are being used to fight 

them.  For example, in 2015, 52% of the budget of the USFS was used to address wildfires, 

compared to 16% in 1995 (Vilsack 2015).  Defunding the agencies makes it impossible for them 

to effectively manage public lands, undermining public support for the agencies. 

 

Funding is often supplemented by government non-profit foundations that function as 

charities, such as the National Park Foundation, the National Forest Foundation, and the National 

Fish and Wildlife Foundation, effecting a neoliberal devolution of authority.  The BLM has 

requested that a similar foundation be set up for it.  Tasks and responsibilities delegated to 
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agencies have also devolved to volunteers and public-private partnerships.  For example: the 

Escalante River Watershed Partnership organizes volunteer crews to remove invasive Russian 

olive from the Escalante watershed in GSENM and Lake Powell National Recreation Area; 

Grand Staircase Escalante Partners organizes the Site Steward Program in which volunteers are 

trained to monitor archaeological sites in GSENM; volunteers check permits required to visit 

archaeological sites on Cedar Mesa in (the original) Bears Ears National Monument; and 

volunteer groups build and maintain trails in national forests.  Finally, proposals to increase 

entrance fees to fund public lands are a form of “soft privatization” that threatens equal access 

(Davis 2018). 

 

Proponents of transferring the public lands or opening them to extensive resource 

development have become aware that, because Americans strongly support the public lands, their 

efforts are not likely to succeed in Congress.  They have begun to pursue their objectives by 

subtler means that slowly deprive the public of their ability to have a say in how public lands are 

managed and transfer it into the hands of a select few (Outdoor Alliance 2018).  Their methods 

include curtailing the public process by shortening comment periods, holding fewer public 

meetings, and withholding information; ignoring or ‘losing’ public input; and streamlining the 

permit process for resource development projects. 

 

The public process employed to review national monuments in 2017, develop management 

plans for GSENM, and review the draft plan in 2018 illustrates all these tactics.  Other examples 

from the 2017 Congress include H.R.6087, which would require the public to pay fees to 

comment on oil and gas leases and H.R.6106, which expanded the use of categorical exclusions 
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to streamline the oil and gas leasing process and sidestep public input (NRDC 2018).  In August 

2017, Zinke announced he was reviewing the status of public lands advisory boards; since then, 

few scheduled meetings have been held, effectively shutting out public input (Guardian 2018). In 

January 2018, the BLM issued an ‘instruction memorandum’ that listed steps field offices could 

take to effectively avoid NEPA analysis of oil and gas leasing.  In September, a federal judge 

halted implementation of the policy (WWP 2018).  In March 2018 the BLM blamed a 

technological breakdown for disappearance of tens of thousands of comments on proposed 

revisions to the Greater Sage-Grouse conservation plan (Audubon 2018). 

 

These trends tend to alienate Americans from their public lands resulting in decreased 

support for them as a public good.  Transferring them to private or state ownership would 

permanently alienate them from the public and eliminate them as a public good. 

 

Attempts to Transfer Public Lands 

 

Opposition to federal ownership and management of public lands and attempts to transfer 

them to state or private ownership have a long history, beginning in the late 19th century when 

changing perceptions of the public domain lands motivated the federal government to begin 

withdrawing land from the public domain and attempting to manage resource use, propelling a 

shift to liberal governmentality.  McCarthy (1992) and Davis (2001) refer to resistance to this re-

territorialization as “the first sagebrush rebellion.”  A second “rebellion” occurred in the context 

of debates about how to manage livestock grazing on the remaining public domain lands (Davis 

2001).  After the passage of the 1934 TGA, members of Congress from western states 
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dissatisfied with federal management of livestock grazing on the public rangelands, the growth 

of the agencies charged with that task, and proposals to raise grazing fees, succeeded in 

defunding the agencies so they could not perform that task (Rowley 2000).  Between 1945 and 

1947, fifty-eight bills to transfer public lands were introduced in the Seventy-Ninth Congress.  

All were defeated due to the opposition of members from eastern states (Makley 2017). 

 

In the 1970s, as environmental protections that limited resource development increased, 

opponents began to fund organizations with agendas informed by neoliberal rationality.  The 

American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC, created in 1973) and the National Legal Center 

for Public Interest (1975, which later merged with the American Enterprise Institute) advocate 

free enterprise and limited environmental regulation; the Mountain States Legal Defense Fund 

(1977) promotes commercial interests on federal lands; the Public Lands Council (1979) and 

League for the Advancement of States’ Equal Rights (1978) advocate divesting the federal 

government of the public lands. 

 

The Sagebrush Rebellion was informed and sometimes funded by the above-mentioned 

organizations (Makley 2017).  Beginning with Nevada in 1979, most western states, citing states’ 

rights, passed or considered bills to transfer BLM and some USFS managed lands to state 

control, disregarding the fact that their enabling acts included the condition that they had to 

disclaim forever rights and title to public domain lands in order to be admitted to the Union 

(ibid., 29).  The Rebellion faded with the election of Ronald Reagan, a self-declared supporter, 

whose Interior Secretary James Watt implemented a ‘good neighbor’ policy that provided 
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resource producers with expanded rights, reducing their opposition (Klyza 1996; Davis 2001; 

Makley 2017). 

 

With the election of Bill Clinton in 1992, the implementation of environmental laws began 

to proceed again, mainly through administrative means, reviving the concerns of earlier 

sagebrush rebels and informing the Wise Use movement and the County Supremacy Movement 

(Davis 2001; Makley 2017).  Wise Use emphasized states’ and private property rights over 

federal management in order to promote resource development to strengthen local economies.  

The County Supremacy movement rejected the authority of the federal government to control 

public lands based on the Tenth Amendment to the Constitution.  In 1991 Catron County, New 

Mexico became the first county to declare ‘county rule’ and pass ordinances it claimed had 

precedence over federal regulations.  Fifty-eight other joined this movement, provoking many 

confrontations with federal land managers.  Sporadic incidences of violence against federal 

employees also occurred. 

 

The ‘Patriot’ or militia movement also rose to prominence in the 1990s, animated by 

conspiracy theories about the federal government’s secret plans to create a socialist global 

government, and prepared for armed confrontation (Makley 2017).  It found common cause with 

the two aforementioned movements in its antipathy to the federal government.  These 

movements sometimes share membership, moving them toward armed confrontations with 

federal land managers (Makley 2017, Walker 2018).  Recent examples are Cliven Bundy’s 

armed confrontation with the BLM in Nevada in 2014 when the agency attempted to impound 

his cattle for non-payment of grazing fees, and the occupation of the Malheur National Wildlife 
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Refuge in Oregon in 2016 by a group led by Bundy’s sons.  These movements and other anti-

public land groups continue to receive funding from corporate-funded far-right groups espousing 

free markets and limited government whose neoliberal agenda is furthered by the formers’ 

antipathy to the federal government (Makley 2017). 

 

Legislative efforts to transfer public lands to the states also continue.  Since 2012, the 

legislatures in 10 western states have commissioned or considered studies and three have passed 

legislation based on model legislation developed by ALEC (Davis 2018, McQuillan 2015).  In 

2017, Utah Republican Representative Jason Chaffetz introduced H.R.621, which directed the 

DOI to offer 3.3 million acres of public lands for sale.  It was withdrawn in the face of strong 

local protest.  Republican Representative Don Young of Alaska introduced H.R.232, which 

would allow states to purchase national forest land.  Republican Representative Chris Stewart of 

Utah introduced H. R.4558, which would establish the Escalante Canyons National Park and 

Preserve and make the reduced size of GSENM permanent.  Ketcham (2018) describes the bill as 

a “Trojan horse” because it appeals to Americans’ love of national parks, while hiding an agenda 

of deregulation.  Hunting and livestock grazing would be core purposes of the proposed park and 

it would be managed by a council composed of two presidential appointees, four Utah county 

commissioners, and one Utah state representative.  While such bills have little chance of passing 

in Congress at this time, members from certain western states continue to submit them. 

 

Conclusion 
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As neoliberal rationality becomes ever more pervasive in today’s world, these opposing 

trends – increasing public involvement with public lands and decreasing political support for 

them – reflect struggles over the extent to which it will inform how public lands are conceived 

and managed.  Today arguments for non-economic values of public lands as havens of biological 

diversity, cultural resources, wildness, or solitude, have been eclipsed by debates about economic 

values: whether tourism and recreation or natural resource development will generate greater 

returns.  And longstanding anti-public land struggles with historical roots in anti-federalist, 

states’ rights, or local control arguments have been co-opted by corporate-funded organizations 

to further their neoliberal agendas.  Both the creation and the reduction of GSENM reflect this 

rationality.  However, the genealogy of GSENM illustrates that re-territorialization processes are 

not monolithic and can be contested and shaped by native peoples, citizens, and local and state 

governments. 

 

While rhetoric advocating development or transfer of public lands becomes more insistent 

and defunding of federal land management agencies more pronounced during Republican 

administrations, these trends also continue during Democratic administrations.  For example, the 

Obama administration facilitated the development of large-scale solar installations on public 

land, which, despite providing clean energy and contributing to energy security, were opposed by 

environmental organizations because they threatened the endangered desert tortoise and 

effectively privatized the lands on which they were constructed (Blaeloch 2015).  Lack of 

provision of adequate funding for infrastructure for national parks has also persisted through 

both Democratic and Republican administrations. 
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Meanwhile, ever-increasing public use of public lands, greater public participation in 

decision making and collaborative management, and environmental media campaigns have 

increased awareness and support for protecting public lands.  Public lands have become more 

truly national landscapes and present an obstruction to neoliberal rationality.  In the face of the 

public’s overwhelming support for public lands and refusal to embrace neoliberal rationality in 

relation to them, opponents have turned to stealth means of gaining access to resources on public 

lands, eliminating the public from decision making processes in order to put decision making 

power in the hands of a few, and moving toward an authoritarian neoliberal governmentality. 

 

The intensification of anti-public lands sentiments and actions today not only threatens 

public lands, it also threatens democracy, because public lands provide a site for the practice of 

democracy in two senses.  The first is the sense of democracy as engagement with difference.  

Brugger (2009) argues that although Americans may value their public lands for different 

reasons, their attachment motivates them to participate in both collaborations and conflicts over 

its management.  In engaging with ‘others,’ this shared attachment can serve as a basis for 

understanding and agreement.  The second sense is democracy as rule by the people.  

Americans’ shared attachment to their public lands provides a basis on which diverse groups 

could come together to defend maintaining and enhancing them as a public good.  While Brown 

(2015) despairs that the ascendancy of neoliberal rationality has withered democratic imaginaries 

that could provide a resource for opposing it with another vision of existence, the public lands 

remain a site of hope.  However, if public lands are no longer public, this site for the practice of 

democracy is lost.  The future of both public lands and democracy may lie with those who are 

willing to stand up for what they value and limit the advance of neoliberal rationality. 
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Figure 1: Original boundary of Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument in black; 

new boundaries in brown. (BLM 2008b) 


