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There is a lot in common between the Wild West portrayed in Hollywood movies and the ways 

in which the public lands of the current American West are managed. The misunderstood lone 

cowboy struggling against the harsh landscape in a world of misguided government could be 

either the plot of a 60’s spaghetti western or the headline of the next breaking news story. It is no 

accident that the two are so similar – those western citizens that make the headlines are often the 

ones that act as if they live in the movies. However, the movies are fiction and so are many of the 

perceptions that some in the American West try to live up to.  

I was born and raised in the West, a multi-generational Idahoan with deep roots in the rural 

communities and vast landscapes that spread through the region. Through a career arc intent on 

protecting these vast landscapes, I found myself studying environmental governance in 

Michigan. I was baffled when I first moved to Michigan that many people thought the problem 

with environmental management in the West was the Western communities themselves. This did 

not match with the West that I knew, and through my research I’m finding that these 

assumptions reflect a more subtle truth about the West – the same Wild West fictional narratives 

that non-westerners rely on to develop perspectives of the West also serve to deeply conflict the 

management of our environments. 

The stories that underlie Hollywood narratives rest on violent disputes over ownership of land, a 

persistent pursuit of natural resource extraction, and a distinct tension between the keep-to-

themselves individual and the developing communities that relied on the rule of law to keep 

peace. These themes dominate the portrayal of the current American West in the national media 

and prevent genuine progress to be made in complicated public land management.  

For example, the 2003 movie Open Range pits Robert Duvall’s gun slinging open range 

cattleman and his loyal buckaroo friends against the crooked lawman and local land baron in a 

conflict over payments for open range cattle grazing. The movie trades in familiar Western 

themes of the freedom of the open range being infringed on by illegitimate ownership claims and 

corrupt government – themes that are obviously reflected in modern Western conflicts.  

We cannot begin to untangle these modern conflicts without understanding and appreciating the 

role of land-ownership in the West. There is an oft-neglected history of illegitimate ownership 

claims to land in America that requires consideration of the rights of Indigenous peoples, yet 

currently most Western lands are federal lands, meaning that they belong to the nation and not to 

individual states or private interests. The ownership of these open range lands – colloquially 

called public lands – is often seen as belonging to every American citizen, enforced by the 

federal agencies responsible for their management. The modern open range cattleman is pitted 

against the federal government that demands payment (for grazing permit renewals) and against 

an ownership claim that obstructs their freedom on the range. It is no accident that these themes 

are present and reinforced in Hollywood narratives. 



The 1969 movie Mackenna’s Gold follows Marshal MacKenna and the outlaw Colorado in a 

violent pursuit for hidden gold on Apache land while the Apache try to stop them because their 

history tells that they will be strong as long as the gold is never mined – a plot that pits extractive 

gold miners against Indigenous stewards. Like many others, the movie reinforces the perspective 

that the land is there to extract from and we have a right to its resources regardless of competing 

ways to value the land. This narrative views the land and the people that protect it as objects that 

must be controlled for our interests, a view that is common in environmental management 

conflicts.  

Ending the homesteading era of western expansion was the 1976 Federal Land Policy and 

Management Act (FLPMA) which demands that public lands be managed for a myriad of 

interests, from extractive use to preservation for wildlife habitat. These interests reflect different 

ways to value the land, yet the dominance of the extractive perspective that is reinforced in 

western narratives often conflicts with stewardship perspectives that aim to protect and foster 

healthy lands. The current conflict regarding the Bears Ears and Grand Staircase-Escalante 

National Monument reductions exemplifies this tension – extractive values are prioritized and 

stewardship values (and the people that hold them, Indigenous or not) are neglected and ignored.  

Further conflicting land management in the West is the rugged individualism that many 

Westerners embrace, celebrated in the 1972 move Jeremiah Johnson. Robert Redford’s Jeremiah 

Johnson is a lone mountain man that conquers the wilderness of the West through his own 

hardship and hard work. This appeals to the common narrative of the West that we need to be 

strong independent people who don’t need anyone else to survive. 

Western people’s communities are necessary for survival (even Jeremiah Johnson had Bear Claw 

Chris Lapp, Del Gue, and the local Indigenous peoples to help him), and the conflicts over public 

land management require that we recognize that we belong to communities and need to work 

together – not alone – to better live on the land. The myriad of values that must be managed for 

requires collaboration, exemplified by many grassroots organizations such as the rancher-led 

Shoesole Group in Nevada that celebrates their community and collective decision-making or the 

Cowboy and Indian Alliance that was influential in stopping the Keystone XL pipeline.  

Wild West narratives are fundamental to both how the modern West is perceived and how those 

most often seen in the media portray themselves, forming a feedback loop that reinforces the 

narratives of private versus public land ownership, extractive use, and rugged individualism that 

serve as obstacles to Western environmental management. We need new narratives that celebrate 

collaboration, stewardship, and that trouble ownership claims to better manage our 

environments. This new narrative of the West needs to be celebrated and not mistaken for those 

that ride off Hollywood movie screens. 


