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Abstract

The diverse wildlife management policies witnessed in Greater Yellowstone over the years reflect changes in
both the scientific knowledge and the myths that affect how we relate to wild animals. During his 1903 visit,
big game hunter Theodore Roosevelt found Yellowstone's “semi-domesticated” grizzly bears “delightful” and
"quite harmless” if “reasonable precaution” was taken. The myth of the harmless Yellowstone bear was even-
tually overtaken by the belief that wildlife management should be based on ecological concepts rather than
entertainment value, but advances in scientific knowledge did not mean that we abandoned myths altogether.
On the contrary, the pursuit of scientific rationales for wildlife policies continued to feed existing myths and
give rise to new ones, including the mythic ideal that values wildlife for its wildness. But not everyone agrees,
whether the animals in question are bears, bison, wolves, or cutthroat trout. Is there anything inherently more
“natural” about wildlife that is unaffected by humans, one of Earth’s keystone species? In traditional views still
held by many American Indians, the relationship between humans and other species is one of interdependence.
All interest groups in a wildlife controversy are apt to claim that science is on their side, but what really fuels the

debates are the myths that we want to believe about animals in Greater Yellowstone.

Introduction

Although myths are often thought of as tradi-
tional stories that came into being to explain some
natural phenomenon, to call something a myth in
modern parlance has become a way of dismissing
it as a fallacy unsupported by scientific or historical
fact. According to one dictionary definition, the term
“myth” may refer to a “recurring theme that appeals
to the consciousness of a people by embodying its
cultural ideals or by giving expression to commonly
felt emotions” (Woolf 1980). In that sense, a myth is
not inherently false; what makes something a myth
is its cultural resonance or emotional appeal. My use
of the term “myth” therefore refers not just to spe-
cific stories, like how the pronghorn got its stripes;
it’s also a way of looking at different assumptions
that affect how we live with wild animals in Greater
Yellowstone.

John Gray, who wrote Men Are From Mars,
Women Are From Venus, didn’t literally believe that
men are from Mars, but by framing the issue that
way, he appealed to an emotion commonly felt by
women (Gray 1992). For much of Euro-American
history in the New World, we’ve treated wildlife as
if we believed that we are from Mars—as if we were
a species from another planet that extracts what it
wants and can eventually close the door on Earth
and leave the mess behind. As Aldo Leopold said,

“we abuse land because we regard it as a commodity
belonging to us” rather than “a community to which
we belong” (Leopold 1949).

The pristine myth

Sometimes one generation’s science is dismissed
by the next generation as myth, but the gradually
evolving story we tell about the past incorporates
changing myths as well as new empirical evidence. A
striking example of this is the myth that North Amer-
ica was “virgin” land until Europeans arrived to live
here. Until relatively recently, it was widely assumed
that the continent’s aboriginal inhabitants were too
few in number and too primitive in their civilization
to have had any significant impact on their environ-
ment. For centuries this assumption has helped sup-
port myths that encouraged Euro-Americans to view
themselves as a superior race, as discoverers with
a manifest destiny. It also allowed Euro-Americans
to view American Indians either as inconsequential
heathens or as noble savages who lived in harmony
with nature and left no mark upon the land. John
Craighead (1991) has written that “pre-Columbian
Yellowstone was indeed a pristine wilderness. . . .
and native Americans were an important member of
the biota,” a view that seems to regard pre-Colum-
bian American Indians as a species of wildlife.

But now the increasingly popular view is that
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the North American population in 1491 was far
larger and more technologically advanced than pre-
viously thought, and that European diseases swept
through the Americas so much in advance of Euro-
peans themselves that what the settlers discovered
was a post-apocalyptic landscape in which Ameri-
can Indians were no longer present in sufficient
numbers to engineer the landscape through hunting,
fires, and agriculture as they had in the past. While
this view can be supported by certain archeologi-
cal and anthropological evidence, it also appeals to
certain contemporary myths about the superiority
of American Indian culture and the need for human
manipulation of wilderness areas. Instead of try-
ing to preserve some mythical Eden in such places,
this reasoning goes, we should emulate traditional
American Indian practices to make our environment
amore accommodating home (Mann 2005).

The myth of species extirpation as a distinc-
tively Euro-American transgression has also been
overturned by scientific research. According to the
overkill theory, human predation was at least partly
responsible for the extinction of the largest mammals
that were present about 15,000 years ago, including
mammoths, mastodons, and cheetahs (Martin and
Klein 1984). After learning at a tribal consultation
how obsidian points are dated, Elaine Quiver, an
Oglala Sioux elder, advised National Park Service ar-
cheologists to look for “a big sliver of obsidian” that
was used, she said, to “take care of the dinosaur”;
then, we could figure out “when the dinosaur dis-
appeared” (Quiver 2003). The overkill concept has
also been extended to Greater Yellowstone by those
who cite evidence that hunting by American Indians
kept pre-Columbian ungulate populations low (Kay
1994).

Historians like William Cronon have called
the idea that humans can leave nature untouched
by their passage “the myth of wilderness.” Cronon
claimed that the removal of American Indians to cre-
ate an “uninhabited wilderness . . . reminds us just
how invented, just how constructed, the American
wilderness really is.” Charles Kay has also referred
to wilderness without human influence as a “myth,”
and believes that it was “created, in part, to justify
the appropriation of aboriginal lands and the geno-
cide that befell native peoples.” In noting that the
National Park Service has referred to Yellowstone as
“America’s Serengeti,” Kay wrote, “It’s true. They’re
both unnatural systems. The Serengeti is a romantic,
European, racist view of what an ecosystem should
look like. What’s more unnatural than an ecosystem

without human predators?” (Hanscom 1997).

In “Greater Yellowstone’s Native Ungulates:
Myths and Realities,” Joel Berger regarded com-
parisons of Greater Yellowstone to the Serengeti as
a myth because the Serengeti has 31 native ungu-
late species, whereas Greater Yellowstone has been
“impoverished in terms of its ungulate fauna” since
the Miocene epoch, having only seven ungulate spe-
cies, five of which migrate to lower elevation areas
beyond park boundaries where “enormous ecologi-
cal changes have occurred.” Berger pointed out that
the conservation of Greater Yellowstone will be in-
fluenced more significantly by what occurs in areas
outside its two parks than by what occurs within
them (Berger 1991). Humans will continue to alter
the ecosystem by interfering with wildlife in vari-
ous ways. It’s a question of which interferences are
socially acceptable at a given point in time because
they are compatible with the dominant myths.

Dancing flies and gentle bears

In the nineteenth century, images like those of
the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone created by
Thomas Moran and William Henry Jackson helped
shape the myth of the Yellowstone area as a prime-
val wilderness on which neither American Indians
nor wildlife had left visible footprints. These paint-
ings and photographs, from which wildlife were
usually absent, do not qualify as scientific evidence
that wildlife was rare when Yellowstone was estab-
lished in 1872, but the way artists chose to represent
the area does suggest that wild animals were not re-
garded as the iconic part of the landscape that they
are now. Big game animals were still commonplace
in much of the country as a source of food, fur, and
hides, and carnivores were still commonly regarded
as a source of trouble.

The first vision of Yellowstone as a wildlife
refuge came primarily from hunters who wanted
protection for game species in the park so that the
animals would multiply and leave its boundaries.
This desire led to certain myths about “good” and
“bad” animals, but species have been switched back
and forth between these categories as opinions have
changed over time. When Secretary of the Interior
Henry M. Teller prohibited the killing of certain ani-
mals in Yellowstone in 1883, bears and other preda-
tors were not included (Forest and Stream 1883).
But as tourism increased, the emphasis shifted from
protecting the animals most popular among hunters
to those popular with park visitors. Even the wildlife
species that were considered “good” were valued for
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reasons that weren’t entirely the same as those of to-
day. Whatever John Muir’s virtues as a naturalist and
proponent of wilderness preservation, his anthro-
pomorphic descriptions of nature may strike mod-
ern readers as a Disneyland-style Fantasia. “Gladly
we see the flies dancing in the sunbeams,” he said of
Yellowstone in 1898, “while the whole wilderness is
enlivened with happy animals.” He described Yel-
lowstone’s bears as “gentle now, finding they are no
longer likely to be shot,” and claimed that “no town
park you have been accustomed to saunter in is so
free from danger as the Yellowstone” (Muir 1898).

The bears became “good” when they became
habituated to the proximity of humans. Decades lat-
er, Yellowstone National Park naturalist Merrill Beal
thought that one reason why the U.S. Army began
enforcing the hunting ban in Yellowstone was that
“lonely” soldiers “in remote stations had formed en-
joyable companionships with wilderness creatures,”
and “were delighted by the universally charming wild
life trait of responding with confidence and alacrity
to friendly human advances.” When park manag-
ers realized that “Yellowstone birds and mammals
would quickly recognize overtures of friendship and
protection,” they thought that “nearly every species
in the Park might become as tame as range cattle if
given an opportunity to move safely within rifle shot
for several years” (Beal 1946).

Wild animals as livestock

In early concepts of wildlife preservation, an
animal’s “wildness” was often regarded as an un-
desirable trait, an excusable reason for an animal’s
demise, and something to be overcome if possible.
In 1902, when Secretary of the Interior Ethan Allen
Hitchcock requested funding from Congress “for the
purchase of buffalo and the corralling of them in Yel-
lowstone Park,” he pointed out that by keeping them
“under government supervision, it is believed that a
herd of pure-blooded American bison may be do-
mesticated” (Hitchcock 1902). Yellowstone’s acting
superintendent Major John Pitcher thought that the
small herd of wild bison remaining in Pelican Valley
“may possibly die out completely,” but he expected
that the 17 bison obtained from ranchers could “be-
come very tame” if kept fenced in Lamar Valley. It
was his intention “to feed and handle the new herd
of buffalo in the same manner that domestic cattle
are handled in this country, and . . . to brand them
U.S. in such a way that they can always be identified
as United States property” (Pitcher 1904).

Even Theodore Roosevelt, who took pride in

his adventures as a big game hunter, regarded the
habituation of Yellowstone wildlife as synonymous
with tameness and something to be encouraged. Af-
ter his 1903 visit to the park, he wrote, “To any lover
of nature it could not help being a delightful thing
to see the wild and timid creatures of the wilderness
rendered so tame. . . . At times the antelope actually
cross the Park line to Gardiner . . . and feed unmo-
lested in the very streets of the town; a fact which
shows how very far advanced the citizens of Gardin-
er are in right feeling on this subject.” He described
bears “boldly hanging around crowded hotels for
the sake of what they can pick up,” and considered
them “quite harmless so long as any reasonable pre-
caution is exercised” (Roosevelt 1905).

Twwenty years later, Yellowstone National Park
naturalist Milton Skinner described the grizzly bear
“as a peaceful, self-respecting animal,” and claimed
that “there is no danger of the Yellowstone bears at-
tacking or hurting people,” although he admitted
that “we often have some very exciting encounters
with them when they are after our food” (Skinner
1925). Horace Albright, who was Yellowstone’s su-
perintendent in the 1920s before becoming direc-
tor of the National Park Service, also regarded the
value of wildlife as being directly proportional to the
delight the animals could provide park visitors. But
for Albright, this meant disputing the notion that the
bison in Lamar Valley were “tame,” which sounded
rather dull. He had the park rangers stage roundups,
which he described as “about the last opportunities
to see . . . the fearful and impressive buffalo stam-
pedes.” In this way, Albright used a large bison herd
that was accustomed to being corralled to portray
the myth that these were wild animals. The real herd
of wild bison in Yellowstone wouldn’t have been
so cooperative. As Albright saw it, the Lamar bison
herd was “not tame at all except that it was provided
with hay in winter and was kept under control by the
gamekeeper” (Albright and Taylor 1928).

Elsewhere in Wyoming, the only reason to feed
and tolerate large herds of wild ungulates was so that
the animals could be hunted. “The time has finally
come, and I can see whereby it is necessary to handle
our game herds the same as a stock man handles his
stock,” said Wyoming Fish and Game Commission-
er Bruce Nowlin in 1927. “The stock man knows just
the number of stock he must sell each year in order to
make provision for the number he can care for dur-
ing the winter months.” Nowlin’s successor, Robert
Hocker, expressed the same view four years later:
“Game management is identical with livestock man-
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agement,” Hocker said. “The number of animals you
have winter range for, and . . . the number you can
afford to feed, determines the numbers at which you
wish to hold your herd” (Blair 1987).

By the 1930s, the growing opinion that wildlife
management should be based on ecological con-
cepts rather than public recreation was starting to
affect some wildlife policies in Greater Yellowstone.
But instead of lessening the hold of myths, the trend
toward scientific rationales for wildlife policies con-
tinued to feed existing myths and give rise to new
ones. Science has often been used to put old wine
into new bottles—to help support archaic myths
such as those about creationism, racial superiority,
and the balance of nature.

Like the concept of intelligent design, the bal-
ance of nature idea is so appealing that it has contin-
ued to affect how people explain natural phenom-
ena despite considerable evidence to the contrary.
Under this model, design flaws or imbalances in the
natural environment are often attributed to what hu-
mans have done or failed to do. In 1946, Yellowstone
manager Rudolph Grimm stated, “It is our respon-
sibility to maintain in a natural condition the range
plant cover as well as the wildlife population of this
range. In order to attain such a state, we must bring
about and maintain an equitable balance between
the amount of range forage produced and the num-
ber of animals using this range” (Grimm 1946). The
expectation that “natural condition” and “equitable
balance” could be achieved through the right human
manipulations was evident as the National Park Ser-
vice culled thousands of elk in Yellowstone until the
late 1960s.

The 1963 Leopold Report (i.e., “Wildlife Man-
agement in the National Parks”) agreed that the
National Park Service should “manage the habi-
tat to achieve or stabilize it at a desired stage,” and
that “population control becomes essential” when
“animal populations get out of balance with their
habitat and threaten the continued existence of a
desired environment” (Leopold et al. 1963). How-
ever, the report recommended that the park service
obscure in every possible way any “observable artifi-
ciality,” because the goal was to create “the mood of
wild America” and “a reasonable illusion of primi-
tive America.” That meant sustaining certain myths
about what primitive America was like.

Natural regulation as a myth
The myth that Euro-Americans discovered a
pristine wilderness in the New World may have ex-

pired, but the story of Greater Yellowstone told by
most ecologists, historians, and American Indians
continues to be one in which the Indians did not
have a long-term effect on wildlife as we know it un-
til they acquired horses. The favored story changed
in the 1960s, however, after the only apparent ef-
fect of reducing the elk herds was to increase pub-
lic resistance to the practice. Some biologists began
to question whether elk could destroy their habitat
through overpopulation, proposing that forage limi-
tations and starvation in winter would keep the herd
below the range’s ecological carrying capacity, a pro-
cess referred to as “natural regulation.” According to
this view, Yellowstone had only marginal habitat for
aspen and willow, browsing by a large elk herd was
to be expected, and any changes in Yellowstone flora
and fauna that occurred in the twentieth century
were primarily the result of climate variability and
fire suppression (Yellowstone National Park 1997).

Ecological and historical evidence can be mus-
tered to support this belief, but it also attracted those
who, especially prior to the reintroduction of wolves,
liked to think Yellowstone was “natural” just the way
it was, as a wildlife sanctuary with large, unmolested
ungulate herds. As one National Park Service natu-
ralist explained, “the removal of the wolf probably
didn’t have much effect on the elk or deer, because
in Yellowstone wolves seem never to have served
the function of controlling populations” (Schul-
lery 1984). The doubling in size of the northern elk
herd after culling ended cast more doubt on the idea
that the range was overgrazed, but the unexpectedly
large fluctuations quashed the idea that natural regu-
lation would lead to some kind of sustained balance.
Wildlife managers began to realize that balance was a
largely subjective matter; people were apt to consid-
er a species out of balance if it caused property dam-
age, if a favored species declined, or if some animals
died because they could not survive the winter. But
some critics of National Park Service policies contin-
ued to dismiss natural regulation as a myth—“noth-
ing more than a policy of waiting for bad weather”
(Chase 1986).

The concept of natural regulation as it’s been
used in Greater Yellowstone is also regarded as a
myth by some American Indians. A Salish from the
Flathead Reservation has said, “Although the park
claims it is managing for natural regulation, it is not
natural to shoot buffalo in the winter. It is necessary
to harvest animals when they are in good condi-
tion” (Ravndal 1997). Winter is “the time the ani-
mals should be at rest,” Haman Wise of the Eastern
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Shoshone agreed. “The buffalo should have a rest
period someplace to revise their spirituality” (Wise
2000). Historically, the Indians did sometimes hunt
buffalo in the winter when they were hungry, or be-
cause they preferred fresh meat to dried pemmican,
or because that’s when the buffalo were wearing
their warmest robes (Isenberg 2000). What matters
about these Indians’ beliefs is not their historical ac-
curacy, but that they appeal to emotions commonly
felt by Indians.

Some people believe that humans have altered
Greater Yellowstone too much for park managers
to realistically consider leaving nature to itself, and
that without interventions to compensate for human
disturbances, something “unnatural” or otherwise
unacceptable happens to ungulate populations and
their habitat. By the early 1990s, an increasing num-
ber of people believed that what Yellowstone really
needed was human intervention in the form of wolf
reintroduction.

The new wolf

The wolves of Greater Yellowstone have, at least
in much of the mainstream press, undergone a com-
plete image makeover since they were eradicated
from the area in the 1930s. Once the embodiment of
all that was bad about untamed wilderness, now they
are widely regarded as the savior of the little wilder-
ness that remains. In his 1978 book, Of Wolves and
Men, Barry Lopez wrote, “biologists have given us a
new wolf, one separated from folklore. But they have
not found the whole truth. For example, wolves do
not kill just the old, the weak, and the injured. They
also kill animals in the prime of health. And they
don’t always kill just what they need; they some-
times kill in excess. And wolves kill each other. The
reasons for these acts are not clear. No one—not bi-
ologists, not Eskimos, not backwoods hunters, not
naturalist writers—knows why wolves do what they
do” (Lopez 1978).

Although nearly 30 years have passed since
Lopez wrote that, biologists still haven’t found the
whole truth, and some people believe that biologists
are still trying to perpetuate old myths, like the one
that regards the wolf as an endangered species, or
that wolves never attack humans. Most wildlife man-
agers have done their best to separate the wolf from
its folklore, but because we still can’t always explain
why wolves do what they do, and because we don’t
always like the results, the folklore persists. The
myths of wolf restoration in Greater Yellowstone in
1995 as either a great conservation triumph or a co-

lossal blunder are still very much with us.

Although Rick Bass disdained Yellowstone
as “prey-infested” in his 1992 book, The Ninemile
Wolves, he opposed the release of wolves in the park.
He believed it was as phony as the park’s buffalo pur-
chase of 1902—something done for the sake of tour-
ism rather than for ecological integrity. In 1997, those
willing to donate $5,000 to the cause could “become
a full partner in Yellowstone National Park’s histor-
ic wolf recovery program in a special and personal
way.” In an advertisement in Wolf Tracker, the Yel-
lowstone Wolf Foundation offered to “inscribe your
name—or the name of a loved one—onto a new ra-
dio-telemetry collar just before it is placed on a wild
Yellowstone wolf.” When the collar was “retrieved”
in three years, it would be “shipped to you for your
family’s permanent safe-keeping and education.”
In The New Wolves, Bass compared the transport of
wolves from Canada to a shopping trip undertaken
“to fill in the emotional blanks of a fractured land-
scape” (Bass 1998), and he would probably feel the
same way about spending $5,000 to get your name
inscribed in a radio collar. Bass is loyal to the cause
of wolves, which he regards as offering the best
chance of erasing the boundary lines that fragment
the West, but he wanted them to be allowed to return
to Yellowstone on their own, without the intrusion
of radio collars and intensive monitoring.

Rather than support John Muir’s myth that
national park boundaries provide a safety net for
wild animals, wilderness advocates like Bass see the
boundaries as strangling wildlife. Yet Bass has joined
those who believe in the nearly miraculous transfor-
mation of Greater Yellowstone as a result of wolf re-
introduction. As Bass saw it in 2005, the wolves “have
reshaped huge sections of an awkwardly leaning eco-
system;” now “there is color in the land again” (Bass
2005). Those who thought there was color in the land
before wolves returned must have been looking at it
through rose-tinted glasses, and that would include
the National Park Service staff who co-authored
a 1986 book that stated, “it remains open to ques-
tion whether the ecosystem ‘needs’ wolves in some
absolute sense” (Despain et al. 1986). Less than two
decades later, a park service biologist was claiming
that “wolves are to Yellowstone what water is to the
Everglades” (Thompson 2003).

Diligently protected species

The labeling of good and bad animals changes
over time, and a species may continue to be favored
in one part of Greater Yellowstone after it has be-
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come a pariah in another. After 1994, when the Na-
tional Park Service began spending millions of dol-
lars to save the native Yellowstone cutthroat trout by
removing non-native lake trout from Yellowstone
Lake, the state of Wyoming continued to put thou-
sands more lake trout into Jackson Lake every year.
And when the Wyoming Game and Fish Department
announced plans last year to phase out this stocking
program, their primary stated reason was the appar-
ently deleterious effect of the program on the lake
trout, not on the native cutthroat (Wyoming Game
and Fish Department 2004).

Although both elk and bison are native species,
elk continue to be treated more like “good animals”
throughout Greater Yellowstone. The recent Draft
Bison and Elk Management Plan for the National Elk
Refuge and Grand Teton National Park included a
section that explained “The Role of Elk” in the Jack-
son area. Elk were described as “diligently protect-
ed,” “important to residents and interest groups,”
“important to backcountry users as well as to peo-
ple that never leave the road,” and “at the mercy of
sometimes severe winters” (U.S. Department of the
Interior 2005). The document made no mention of
elk’s depredation of ranchers’ haystacks, the cost of
the feedgrounds and vaccination using biobullets, or
the role elk presumably had in transmitting brucel-
losis to Wyoming livestock in recent years.

The next section of the plan, “The Role of Bi-
son,” described the problems caused by the Jackson
bison herd, which has been at the mercy of more
critical thinking than the elk. “All of the adults were
destroyed” in 1963 because of brucellosis. Not only
do these animals currently pose a “risk of disease
transmission to elk and livestock,” but they also
“disrupt feeding operations” for the elk, “displace
and injure elk,” “eat supplemental feed provided for
elk,” cause “damage to habitats,” “damage to private
property,” “conflicts with landowners,” and pose a
“risk to human safety.”

American Indians have challenged the myth of
bison as the bad guys at consultation meetings the
National Park Service began holding in 1996 be-
cause of the tribes’ objections to how bison were
being treated at the Yellowstone boundary. Ha-
man Wise from the Wind River Reservation has felt
obliged to repeatedly explain what he calls “the part
nobody understands.” “You really don’t know why
the buffalo leaves, do you?” he says to park staff.
“The buffalos leave the park because they have to eat
that certain medicine plant. That takes care of all the
ailments in their body. . . . That’s why you don’t see

very much aborting in buffalo” (Wise 2000).

The park service believes it knows better, but
“scientific” explanations for why bison leave the
park can get as bogged down as a snowshoe in spring
slush. According to one authoritative analysis, bison
leave the park because of “population dynamics . . .
influenced by density-independent winter stress
conditions . . . social behaviors, . . . learned behav-
iors, . . . [and] a combined winter severity index
including a weighted measure of snow (40%), tem-
perature (40%), and rain (20%). . .. [O]ther variables
seem to be dampened or compensatory with natural
mortality. . . .” (Cheville et al. 1998). Another report
concluded that “Bison move beyond park boundar-
ies in winter in response to forage limitation caused
by interactions between population density, variable
forage production (driven by spring/early summer
precipitation), snow conditions, and herbage remov-
al primarily by bison and elk” (Gates et al. 2005).

As for abortions in Yellowstone bison, the sci-
entific consensus is that they are infrequent because
the abortion rate drops in any ungulate herd that has
become chronically infected with brucellosis (Chev-
ille et al. 1998). Yet until the 1990s, the National Park
Service’s defense of its bison management policy
routinely suggested that abortions were infrequent
because the bacteria may have co-evolved with bi-
son in North America (Yellowstone National Park
1972). The park service’s critics couldn’t prove that
Brucella abortus was an exotic species brought by
European livestock, unless you believed American
Indian reports that brucellosis and undulant fever
were previously unknown on this continent. But
the idea that the bacteria were native to Greater Yel-
lowstone was appealing to people who didn’t like
the idea that Yellowstone bison were susceptible to
some lowly livestock disease and who opposed tak-
ing drastic measures against the bison. As National
Park Service Director William Mott explained in
1987, the agency’s responsibility to future genera-
tions “extends to disease organisms such as those
causing brucellosis . . . when they are a natural com-
ponent of the park ecosystems we are mandated to
protect” (Mott 1987).

Beyond scientific measurement

Some American Indians believe they have a
special responsibility to a certain animal because its
spirit appeared to them in a dream or during a vi-
sion quest and granted them a special power. An
Indian visited by the pronghorn spirit, for example,
might receive the power to call pronghorn and keep
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them spiritually captive until they could be killed.
But this partnership with animals comes with a set
of obligations, including rituals to be performed. In
Shoshone traditions, a slain pronghorn was placed
with its head to the east and addressed with respect.
The hunters would offer the animal’s eyes and skull
to the spirit world by suspending them from trees
(Dramer 1997). In ceremonies to honor their guard-
ian spirits, the Assiniboine bear dreamers may paint
black circles around their eyes and mouths, wear
necklaces made of bear claws, and tie their hair into
two clumps to resemble bears’ ears. In battle, these
bear dreamers confronted the enemy holding knives
made from a bear’s jaw bone, and they imitated the
sound of a bear, believing the power of the bear
would protect them (Rockwell 1991).

When we hear stories that express the connec-
tion between people and wildlife in terms of sacred
rituals, we may feel some condescension toward
beliefs so lacking in any scientific basis, or we may
envy the apparent intimacy of the relationship. But
our view of wild animals continues to be colored by
myths, even if we’re unaware of them, and by taking
the long view of human history in Greater Yellow-
stone, we can see that myths have served a purpose
by enabling people to explain what cannot be satis-
factorily understood or justified based on scientific
evidence alone.

For example, consider the killing of bison by li-
censed hunters in Montana for the first time in 15
years that is scheduled to commence in less than a
month [November 2005]. In its environmental as-
sessment, Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks de-
scribed its proposed hunt as both a means of remov-
ing “persistent problem animals” and a “fair chase.”
Although the definition of fair chase lies largely with
the hunter, it’s generally understood to mean that
the balance of power is such that the hunted animal
has some chance of eluding the hunter. It’s difficult
to imagine that a system could be fair or at least logi-
cal in which long-range plans call for the bison to
stand still and take their medicine when approached
by a wildlife biologist shooting biobullets at them,
but to run away and behave like wild animals when
approached by a hunter. However, the idea of a fair
chase bison hunt in Montana may be considered
mythical not because it could never happen, but
because the concept of fair chase has become “a re-
curring theme that appeals to the consciousness of
a people by embodying its cultural ideals.” Many
people in Western culture, few of whom are hunters,
have come to assume that when a game animal is shot

on public land in circumstances that do not qualify
as fair chase or self-defense, the killing is somehow
unethical. As stipulated in the bill passed by the 2003
Montana Legislature, any hunting season for bison
was to be “conducted under ethical hunting condi-
tions, i.e., fair chase” (Montana Fish, Wildlife and
Parks 2004).

The concept of a fair chase has some ecologi-
cal basis, because the behavior of a prey species that
knows it is prey and defends itself accordingly re-
sembles the natural selection process in which the
species has evolved. But from an ethical standpoint,
the use of fair chase as the defining characteristic
is quite arbitrary. Although opponents of hunting
bison that have learned no fear of humans tend to
claim the activity is “as sporting as shooting a parked
truck” (McMillion 2005), for some American Indi-
ans it is sport hunting that is inherently unethical or
even sacrilegious. From this perspective, what makes
killing a wild animal ethical is not the difficulty of the
pursuit, but the respect and relationship of mutual
obligation that you share with the animal. According
to many traditional Indian beliefs, an animal that is
approached in the right spirit will give itself willingly
to the hunter.

The flip side of the myth that we are separate
from the rest of nature is the idea that we are just a
species like any other or, as Aldo Leopold put it, that
“men are only fellow-voyagers with other creatures
in the odyssey of evolution” (Leopold 1949). J. Baird
Callicott has suggested that if the “works of man” are
“entirely natural and the products of evolutionary
phenomena,” then they may be “symbiotically in-
tegrated with other contemporaneous evolutionary
phenomena; they may in principle be beneficial to
the biotic communities” we inhabit (Callicott 1991).
Seeing ourselves as part of the continuum of nature
can give us a sense of kinship with other animals,
but it can also offer a rationale for all our predatory
behavior. Other animal species must adapt to their
environment to meet their biological needs, whereas
humans can far more rapidly and extensively alter
their environment to meet both their needs and de-
sires. Humans are also, as far as we know, the only
species that can create myths about other animals
rather than simply learn facts about them. As the
philosopher Holmes Rolston III has pointed out,
if we did not interfere with and rearrange nature,
we would have no human culture (Rolston 1994).
Instead of regarding ourselves as fellow voyagers
with other creatures, or as their masters or stewards,
Henry Beston suggested that we need “perhaps a
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more mystical concept” of animals:

We patronize them for their incompleteness,
for their tragic fate for having taken form
so far below ourselves. And therein do we
err. For the animal shall not be measured by
man. In a world older and more complete
than ours, they move finished and complete,
gifted with the extension of the senses we
have lost or never attained, living by voices
we shall never hear. They are not breth-
ren, they are not underlings: they are other
nations, caught with ourselves in the net of
life and time, fellow prisoners of the splen-
dour and travail of the earth (Beston 1928).
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