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Voices: Cuts to Utah humanities organizations
will further silence voices like mine

We’'re witnessing an anti-intellectual, propagandist and
ideological gutting of programs that ask people to use critical
thinking to improve their communities.
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I remember the first time I was part of the Utah Humanities Book Festival. It was
2015, and my first book — “Beyond the Grip of Craniosynostosis” — had just been
published. I’d never thought that day would come, and I never thought that I would
be able to hold up a book festival program and see my name printed on it as a
highlighted writer in Weber County. I held it up. I held it up high. I kept copies. Utah

Humanities even paid me to talk and read in my hometown of Ogden.

And here’s the kicker: I was only one of hundreds of writers highlighted by Utah
Humanities. To be given a microphone and the chance to connect with an audience

made me feel so cool.
“I don’t need money for this,” I remember saying.

“We pay everyone — because it’s important,” Michale McLane, previous manager of

the book festival, told me.

They paid authors across the state, in rural counties and in Salt Lake City, to share
their work and talk about why literature and writing are important. In my case, I got
to share about craniosynostosis, a congenital birth defect that was the subject of my

book. Other authors shared work about so many different topics.


https://www.amazon.com/Beyond-Grip-Craniosynostosis-Congenital-Deformity/dp/0786475692
https://www.cdc.gov/birth-defects/about/craniosynostosis.html
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Books aren’t just about stories. They are vehicles to deliver important discussions

about every topic in the world, and the authors are their drivers.

Utah Humanities has created, organized and successfully run this book festival for
more than a quarter of a century, one of the longest running festivals in the country —
it’s a festival that covers every region of the state of Utah throughout October, but this
is only one of many programs that Utah Humanities curates throughout the state to
give everyone an opportunity to learn, to have a voice, to see Smithsonian art, to get
an education they might not otherwise have access to, to have community
conversations that improve understanding, and to access funds that enable them to

create community projects on their own.

DOGE has just cut all of this, not only in Utah but across the country — and they did
it in the slimiest of ways. An email went out to all councils in the middle of the night
on April 2 cancelling all Congress-funded and approved funds for 2025. The email

was sent from a non-NEH email and signed by the acting director of the National


https://utahhumanities.org/
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Endowment for the Humanities, but it did not come from his email. Shady. Shady.
Shady.

The email said all funding had been cut because humanities councils did not fulfill
their contracts but in no way said how — in its brevity — they did not fulfill their
obligations. It also said that the Utah Humanities Council no longer aligned with
NEH’s goals.

Even more frustrating: Each U.S. state and territory grant from NEH is just over $1
million — half the amount Elon Musk spent on checks to two voters in Wisconsin.
According to the New York Times, this funding will be redirected to build a statue

garden.

It’s clear to me that this is not about the money. It’s an anti-intellectual, propagandist
and ideological gutting of programs that ask people to use critical thinking to improve
their communities. And this is a clear pattern: We've seen this administration take
aim at the African-American History Museum at the Smithsonian; we’'ve seen the
Enola Gay cut from official websites, seemingly because of the word “gay;” we’ve seen

diversity, equity and inclusion words scrubbed from government websites.

The loss of NEH funding to Utah Humanities will kill our beloved Utah Humanities
Book Festival that has been alive and supporting local authors, libraries and
independent bookstores for 27 years. By killing the book festival, DOGE has killed the
voices who drive conversation by cutting them off from those who want to have the
conversation. By defunding Utah Humanities, DOGE strips local community
organizers of the opportunity to apply for humanities grants in their community,
wipes out the long-standing Museum on Main Street Program that brings
Smithsonian Art to rural Utah communities and vacates opportunities for students to

go to college who could not without assistance.

It’s not about the money. It’s an assault on our humanity by killing the humanities.


https://www.neh.gov/sites/default/files/inline-files/NEH%20FY%202024%20CJ%20%281%29.pdf
https://apnews.com/article/wisconsin-supreme-court-musk-million-dollar-giveaway-cdea66e0dcbaa53dd183e1d10bee2b35
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/04/10/arts/trump-garden-heroes-humanities.html?unlocked_article_code=1.-%20k4.2CW4.RCYkfy3p9hfr&amp;smid=url-share
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2025/04/13/trump-us-history-dc-african-american-museum/83020784007/
https://www.nbcnews.com/nbc-out/out-politics-and-policy/war-heroes-gay-plane-images-flagged-removal-pentagons-dei-purge-rcna195344
https://pen.org/banned-words-list/

Kase Johnstun lives and writes in Ogden with his family. He is the author of two
award-winning novels — “Let the Wild Grasses Grow” and “Cast Away,” Torrey
House Press — and an award-winning memoir “Beyond the Grip of

Craniosynostosis,” McFarland.

The Salt Lake Tribune is committed to creating a space where Utahns can share
ideas, perspectives and solutions that move our state forward. We rely on your
insight to do this. Find out how to share your opinion here, and email us at

voices@sltrib.com.
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