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ABSTRACT 

MONTANA BISON: CONTOVERSY IN YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK 
 

By Rebecca Raymond 
 
 
 Bison in Yellowstone National Park are currently facing extermination at the 

hands of state and federal agencies.  This thesis examines the political and social reasons 

behind the bison slaughter.  The protocol that is used for justification of the slaughter is 

also examined.  Furthermore, this thesis looks through the theoretical lens of deep 

ecology in order to use an ecocentric approach for analyzing the experiences of the bison.   

Additionally, ecosocialism is presented as the definitive solution to the problems the 

bison are facing.   

 Capitalist thought places primary importance on monetary gain and preferences 

rational means as the process to achieve this goal.  The cattle industry is profitable to the 

Montana and Federal government and is therefore given priority over indigenous animal 

habitat.  Moreover, bison are particularly disfavored by government agencies based on 

historical racism against indigenous peoples and their relationship with the bison.  The 

combination of capitalist economic practices and imperialistic-provoked genocide places 

the Montana bison at the forefront of government extermination policies.   

 This thesis analyzes the multiple positions and viewpoints surrounding the bison 

controversy through an ecosocialist perspective and creates a framework that allows for 

new strategies to prevent the extermination of the Yellowstone bison.  The deep ecology 

theoretical context provides the foundation for data collection and analysis.   
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 Research was conducted by dissecting printed text publicly published by agencies 

and activist groups involved with the bison controversies.  These included documents 

posted on official websites, amendments and bills, and oral statements transcribed into 

printed documents.  Following this, all text was qualitatively analyzed for the purpose of 

strategizing new methods to end the bison genocide and intercommunity conflict.   
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CHAPTER 1  
 

INTRODUCTION 

 Yellowstone National Park is currently the only location inside the United States 

that is home to free-roaming, purebred bison.  The perimeter of the Park separates it from 

public and private land used by cattle ranchers to graze their livestock.  Presently, the 

bison that roam outside of the Park boundaries are subjected to hazing and the possibility 

of being shot by local government officials and Park employees.  The rationale for this 

treatment of the bison is the fact that bison are said to carry the disease brucellosis, 

which, if transmitted to domestic cattle, can result in abortion of the cow’s fetus during 

the third trimester of pregnancy. Therefore bison face harassment and death if they leave 

Yellowstone. They are also subjected to containment and later slaughter if they test 

positive for brucellosis antibodies. However, there has never been a documented case of 

bison-to-cattle transmission of brucellosis.  Brucellosis can be transmitted only through 

the ingestion of an infected animal’s afterbirth or through the consumption of infected 

milk. 

My focus for this thesis is to dissect the intertwined relationships between groups 

that are arguing over the fate of the Yellowstone bison to create a comprehensive map of 

the reasons and ideologies from all parties regarding the treatment and decisions faced by 

the Montana bison.  I do this through an analysis of both government agencies and 

activist groups’ discourses about the bison and what should be “done” with them. 

Because the narratives differ so greatly between government agencies and supporters
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with regard to the bison’s right to life and freedom, it important to clearly understand the 

underlying reasons for actions taken by each group.  However, I chose this topic based on 

my interest and concern for the bison facing extinction.  The emphasis I state is on the 

innate value of the bison as a species, as well as each individual bison’s right to a 

peaceful, interference-free life.  

I chose to use documents and narratives written after 1968 since that was the year 

park officials changed their bison management plan to the policy that is in use currently. 

Below, current and past policies are analyzed.  In addition to considering the narratives 

constructed about the bison, I also consider the historical roots of their slaughter. In 

particular, bison have faced centuries of brutality based on their affiliation with, and 

meaning to, indigenous peoples who populated North American before it was colonized 

by western Europeans beginning in the 1600s.  The bison case differs from the mass 

slaughter of many indigenous animals in the Americas because their rapid deaths have 

not been instigated primarily because of their interference with colonizers and later 

citizens’ livelihoods.  Rather, informed by the work of Franke (2005) and Hornaday 

(2001), I believe that North American bison, or bison bison, have been historically 

targeted based on their practical, cultural, and spiritual space in many indigenous 

cultures, and that this targeting continues today.   

 Historically the bison genocide has been placed as a subcategory of the genocide 

faced by (and still facing) indigenous groups in North America.  While I understand, and 

situate the bison’s slaughter within the nexus of indigenous genocide, my work is an 

attempt to draw the bison out as the focus in their own right, and not as merely a weapon 
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used by colonists to wipe out the population of people that interfered with their theft and 

rape of the North American continent.  What I mean by this is that bison are involved in 

the continuing genocide of Native American Tribes, but that does not discount their value 

as distinct and valuable species, separate from their relationship with humans.  This being 

said, it is impossible to separate the bison’s fight for life from indigenous tribes’ nearly 

identical struggles.  The relationship between the tribes and the bison is too strong.  What 

I am highlighting is that the mass slaughter and near extinction of bison throughout the 

history of the United States is a valid encode in its own right and a tool used by colonists 

that assisted in the mass murder of millions of indigenous peoples. 

Purpose of this Study 

I initially became interested in the slaughter and hazing of the Montana bison 

after hearing about the issue from a faculty member at Humboldt State University.  As 

someone who is interested in animal rights movements and biodiversity, I was curious to 

research the situation.  I immediately found out that the controversy facing the bison and 

local citizens was complicated, to say the least.  This led to my extensive search for 

information regarding the history of Yellowstone National Park, the bison, and 

indigenous tribes with close ties to bison.  I also found myself researching the colonial 

interference on North America.   

 During this time period, I was also becoming more influenced and fascinated by 

deep ecology, a social ecological theory first coined by Arne Neass in the 1973.  Deep 

ecology looks through an eco-centered lens and sees environmental health as the center 
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of what all species and environmental structures thrive on.  My discovery of deep 

ecology was a pivotal point in the writing of this thesis.  As a young sociologist I often 

felt discouraged when examining issues surrounding non-human animals since they are 

seen as outside of human society and therefore out of the realm of sociological study.  

Deep ecology finally gave me a theoretical standing point from which I could express my 

ideas.   

 Through my research of deep ecological theory, I also became more and more 

interested with ecosocialism, or socialist ecology.  Ecosocialism laid the theoretical 

groundwork for my interpretations of a conceptual framework of current policy used for 

the justification of slaughter.  It is through this theoretical lens that my research is 

analyzed.   

 Finally, the issues surrounding the bison in Yellowstone National Park surpass the 

boundaries between the violation of human rights and animal rights.  This topic is a 

hybrid of both categories that can be looked at accurately through an ecocentric 

viewpoint.  However, before theoretical analysis, it is important to fully understand the 

historical context of bison and Yellowstone National Park.   

Yellowstone National Park: History and Current Day Controversies 

Yellowstone National Park was officially founded in1872 but did not begin a 

relationship with captive herds of bison until January of 1902 (Franke 2005).  Prior to this 

period, Bison had been pushed to the brink of extinction by over hunting and habitat 

destruction by the intrusion of the white settlers (Bartlett 1985; Danz 1997; Hornaday 
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2002).  After opening the park, Montana Park Services and Montana Fish and Wildlife 

(MFW) were eager to work towards the growth of the herds inside the park (Franke 

2005).  Initially the intentions of the proposal were focused both on the reinstatement of 

the majestic animals and using the bison as a tourist attraction aimed to increase capital 

gain (Barringer 2002). Between 1872 and 1902, bison population was steadily declining.  

It was not until 1902 that Montana Park Services and Montana Fish and Wildlife realized 

that the bison population was in danger and in need of artificial revival in order to satisfy 

the expectations of park visitors with regard to wildlife sightings.  

Yellowstone National Park was formed as both a place for all Euro-Americans to 

enjoy the nature of Montana, as well as a strategically capitalist-motivated venture with 

the intent to “cash in” on the resources of the land’s beauty (Barringer 2002).  The Park 

was advertised as a natural getaway—a way to be part of nature in the safety of one’s 

own comfort zone.  Lavish hotels were constructed with gourmet restaurants for guests 

used to a more affluent lifestyle (Barringer 2002).   Slightly more rustic cabins and cozier 

dining halls were also resurrected for Park visitors looking for a more authentic 

experience.  The Park offered guided tours of the scenery, pointing out wildlife and 

historical monuments.  Since the routes relied on sighting animals, it was important for 

there to be a plentiful amount in the vicinity of the pathways to ensure happy customers.  

It was this realization that led to the attempted domestication of wild bison, and in turn, 

the transmission of brucellosis from species to species (Franke 2005).   
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Figure 1: Yellowstone National Park Poster (1902) 

 

The official argument for founding Yellowstone National Park was that it would 

conserve wild land.  However, actions by the newly developed Park Services made it 

doubtful that true conservation, as we know it today, was the primary intent.  The 

conservation that was done was not aimed at preserving natural wildlife or ecosystems.  

Rather, conservation efforts were geared towards sustaining a new artificial ecosystem 

designed to emulate nature in a way that was most appealing to human visitors (Barringer 

2002).  Indeed, Yellowstone National Park’s advertisements suggest its efforts to 

maximize profits by appealing to tourists (see Figure 1 above).  In this construct, the 

indigenous animals played a vital role as tourist attractions (Franke 2005).  
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Having only interacted regularly with domestic livestock, officials from the park 

services, MFW, and the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) decided on a plan to 

domesticate the bison so as to create a docile and human friendly attraction to the new 

park (Franke 2005).  The mission of the park to conserve wild lands did not serve the 

park’s ability to attract tourists since wild animals place their energy on survival instead 

of being subservient and interesting to human visitors.  The initial plan involved focusing 

on the bison as wild, although motivations for the establishment of a captive herd “had 

more to do with gratifying park visitors than preserving the species” (Franke 2005:4).   

No matter what, however, bison had to be present in the park. 

Former bison hunter, Charles Jones, and two other men (Peter Holt and James 

Morrison) were sent on the mission of trapping bison to be brought back as captive 

Yellowstone bison intended solely for tourist attractions (Franke 2005).  The men soon 

discovered that they were no match for the strength of the great animals and developed 

new strategy.  They decided to steal very young bison from their mothers since they were 

still young enough to be formed into “pet-like” creatures that would be docile enough to 

fit their needs (Franke 2005).  The calves were taken to fenced grazing pastures in the 

heart of the park and fed by drinking the milk of domestic cattle (Beinen and Gary 2006).  

Although the source of brucellosis entering Yellowstone National Park is unknown, it has 

been theorized to be from that transmission of cow’s milk to bison calves since cattle had 

been carriers of the disease, and it was brought to the Americas when colonists brought 

European cattle to their new colony (Franke 2005).  Since brucellosis can only be 

transmitted through the ingestion of afterbirth or infected milk and this incident presents 



 

 

8 

 

the only period of human-induced interaction between wild bison and domestic cattle, 

this theory is more than likely.  The young calves grew successfully and were the 

foundation for the healthy bison herds that roam the park today (Franke 2005). 

Over time, the bison herd did flourish in the artificial environment of the park 

because they had few predators and were artificially fed during the winter months (Epp 

2002).  Their main predators, wolves, were exterminated and driven from Yellowstone 

Valley by the park officials for the purpose of maintaining larger elk and deer herds for 

the visitors to see (Franke 2005).  In 1934, the captive herd had grown and passed 700 in 

numbers.  Brucellosis had already been discovered as an endemic within the bison herd.  

Although the disease did not affect the bison, it was seen as something to be aware of 

since transmission to other ungulates could potentially cause problems. Park officials 

managed population growth and disease through an annual roundup to remove excessive 

bison and check for disease (Franke 2005). 

Between 1925 and 1968, the Montana state government and the Parks Department 

worked to restore bison to their natural wild habitats. However, they believed that the 

natural carrying capacity of the park was 425 (Montana Department of Livestock website 

1968).  After the discovery of bison testing positive for brucellosis in 1934, methods of 

culling were used to keep the herd numbers down (Franke 2005).  By 1952, the Montana 

Parks department, and the Montana Department of Livestock were aggressively working 

at eradicating brucellosis from the herd.  By 1968, more than 9,000 bison had been killed 

(Montana Department of Livestock website 1968).  
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Figure 2: Yellowstone Park Boundaries 

 

By the winter of 1964-1965, the number of bison estimated in the herd was 780.  

Out of this 133 were captured and 79 were sent to slaughter (Franke 2005).  In 1968 park 

managers changed their policy to what they stated was a more natural population control 

for the majestic animals; they would discontinue artificial feeding in winters, brucellosis 
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testing and in-park culling (Franke 2005).  They also started a new policy allowing bison 

that left the park boundaries to be legally shot or hazed back in (Franke 2005).  The 

approximate number of bison they expected to be killed annually as of 1972 was one or 

two (Franke 2005).  In actuality 88 bison were slaughtered in 1984-85, only four years 

later the number of deaths rose to 569.  By the winter of 1996-97, more that 1000 bison 

were casualties of the 1968 policy (Franke 2005).  It is important to note that the decision 

to discontinue feeding the bison during the winter months led to the need for the bison to 

migrate to lower elevation to find grazing land.  They also became less of a tourist 

attraction and resource for monetary gain since they migrated out of the areas easily 

visible to tourists (Franke 2005). 

Another prominent reason for the expansion of the bison’s migration territory is 

the convenience of groomed roads created for park vehicles during the winter months.  

These paths aid in the bison’s travel throughout the park as well as to the outside of park 

boundaries since they create flat trails on which the herds can travel.  Owners of nearby 

farmland ranchland have complained of bison on their cattle crazing land and have stated 

that they fear brucellosis transmission to their cows.  Although it is an issue less stressed 

by cattle ranchers and land owners surrounding Yellowstone National Park, it is 

important to note that bison who graze cattle land are also utilizing grass and shrubbery 

that would have otherwise been eaten by the domestic cattle.  Public land that falls 

outside of the park boundaries are also frequently inhabited by domestic herds of cattle 

and face competition with other ungulates, or hoofed animals, who feed off of it in the 

winter months.  
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Clearly the National Park Services and Yellowstone National Park has a 

contentious issue from different public perspectives.  When Yellowstone was first 

instated as a national park its vision statement stressed the importance of creating a park 

for the enjoyment of the people that kept nature serene and untouched by human 

modernization.  However, they have multiple wild animals that they attempt to manage, 

often in non-wild ways.  Additionally, many of their other practices interfere with the 

notion of “wild-spaces.” In the case of the groomed roads, the park is unable to serve 

both the needs of recreational park goers who rely on groomed roads and paths for 

pleasure and the desire to keep the park pristine and untouched.   

In relation to the bison, the behavior of the Park is contradictory (the complexity 

will only deepen as the thesis progresses).  They started out trying to domesticate bison, 

and therefore exposed them to brucellosis; then they decided the herds were growing too 

big so they had to figure out how to thin the herds.  According to Yellowstone National 

Park, the change in policy that was established in 1968 was to allow bison and other 

ungulates, such as elk, more freedom for their population to grow.  In other words, it was 

stated that the new policy would allow less human interference with ungulate population 

within in the grounds of Yellowstone National Park.    The bison would find enough 

food, or they wouldn’t and they would starve. This, it was proposed, would be a “natural” 

process for herd management. However, given government concern over the highlighted 

issue of possible brucellosis transmission, the government, in 2000, developed an 

Interagency Bison Management Plan. Given the importance of this Plan to the rest of the 
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story of the Bison in the contemporary moment, I will present the Plan so it is an ever-

present aspect of the story being told.  

The Interagency Bison Management Plan was developed (2000) from the 

Interagency Bison Management Program that consists of the National Park Services, 

Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks, the US Forest Service, the Montana Department of 

Livestock, and Animal and Plant Health Inspection Services.  The Plan consists of three 

phases.  First, if bison are captured outside of Park boundaries, that are rounded up and 

penned, and tested.  Bison are kept in cramped spaces for years at a time unable to graze 

and roam, as they would do in the wild.  Young calves are kept from their mothers and 

live in cramped and crowded quarters for four years, the amount of time it takes for tests 

to be done to be sure that the calf is brucellosis free.  Tests on young are often inaccurate 

so the interagency plan insists that they stay in captivity until the tests are clear.   This is 

imposed even though it is impossible for a calf to transmit the disease based on their 

inability to give birth.  Bulls are also kept in quarantine and sent to slaughter for positive 

results even though they are unable to transmit brucellosis.  Young bison who are cleared 

of brucellosis after years being in captivity are released back into the wild.  However, 

these bison do not have the survival experience or skills that bison raised in the wild 

would have. 

Since so many of the bison herd’s members are separated from the group, genetic 

diversity is sacrificed.  The loss of genetic diversity leads to inbreeding, which can lead 

to the increase of the risks of disease and predisposed health conditions.  It also limits the 
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bison’s ability to adapt to changing environments (Buffalo Field Campaign website 

2010).  

History of Yellowstone National Park and Indigenous Tribes 

  Sickness came, strange sickness that nobody knew about, when there was 
no meat… These things would not have happened if we Crows had been 
living as we were intended to live.  But how could we live in the old ways 
when everything was gone? 

  Ahh, my heart fell down when I began to see dead buffalo scattered all 
over our beautiful country… We grew hungry and sick and afraid, all in 
one… And then the white men began to fence the plains so that we could 
not travel; and anyhow there was now little good in traveling, nothing to 
travel for. (Pretty Shield, 1856-1944) 

The 1968 policy allowing bison leaving the Park to be shot or harassed caused a 

lot of antipathy from local indigenous tribes and many mainstream environmental groups.   

The parallel between the treatment of bison and the indigenous tribes by white settlers, 

park managers, and cattle ranchers was and is difficult to ignore. Just as the bison had 

been aided as long as they brought in monetary rewards from visitors, the native people 

had been exploited when Yellowstone was first transformed into a national park 

(Barringer 2002).  As long as the indigenous tribal members could disguise their realities 

and enact the fantasy of the white man’s American Indian they were accepted, to some 

extent, by park officials (Barringer 2002).  One of the most prominent variations of this 

was the hiring of local Crow tribes-people to sell products such as traditional clothing and 

adornments made of bison hide to tourists (Franke 2005).  Containers for water such as 

bison bladders were also sold during the late 1800s and early 1900s.  However, another 
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method that local indigenous tribes, such as the Crow, Shoshone, and Nez Perse, used to 

obtain resource was through the performance of music (Franke 2005). 

 Yellowstone Valley was a haven for early humans and non-human animals alike 

for centuries prior to the euro-American invasion (Barsh 2003).  The number of bison 

estimated to have lived on the plains ranges from 30 to 60 million (Epp 2002, Truett et all 

2001).  The tribes known as Clovis people living in Yellowstone Valley were nomadic 

and followed bison herds when possible; bison were used for food, clothing, housing, and 

religious practices (Swart 2005, Hornaday 2001, Heindereich 1985). They were a 

necessity to the people.   

 By the late 18th century, Yellowstone Valley was hunting land frequented by the 

Salsihan, Nez Perce, Blackfeet, Gros Ventre, Arapaho, Sieoux, Cheyenne, Manden, 

Hidatsa, and Arikara tribes in addition to being home to the Crow Indians (Heindereich 

1985).  The Valley’s abundant plant and animal life made it a prime hunting ground 

during the warmer months.  Although resources were plentiful, the Crow were often in 

combat with other tribes encroaching on their territory so it was not entirely new to see 

foreign peoples when the whites began settling towns in and near the valley (Heiniderich 

1985).   

 By the late 19th century, the Crow and Northern Cheyenne who inhabited land in 

the Yellowstone Valley were pushed by the US government to sell their land for the 

creation of the railroad leading from east to west (Heiniderich 1985).  A Crow sent 

delegates to Washington DC to discuss negotiations.  According to Pretty Eagle, a Crow 

delegate: 
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 The whites got together until it made my heart feel dead… I saw the 
Great Father again and told him I would not let the cattle or the railroad 
pass over my land.  Finally, the Great Father said that they wanted the land 
that I have already told you about, and that if we did not give it up it might 
be bad for us, they might put us in some other place.  Then he told us what 
he would give us for our land and we thought it might be good to sell 
it…(Crow Agency, Montana). 

 

Only the Crow and Cheyenne remained in the area on reservations. However, their 

resources and spiritual lands had been taken (Heidenderich 1995).  The extermination, or 

at the very least, “pacification” of the various native people was a central part of the 

project of the creation of the United States (Jacoby 2008). This, as noted above, was 

accomplished through the slaughter of Indians, the containment of lands framed as both 

public and private and the slaughter of bison herds.  The bison were seen as an 

inconvenience to the advancement of civilization but even more importantly as a lifeline 

for indigenous tribes.    

Prior to the settling and exploration of Europeans and other whites in creation of 

the United States, bison roamed the land of North America from the east coast through 

the western territories (Heidenrich 1995).  Their abundance created the basis for many 

groups of people to sustain life.  Without bison, indigenous peoples were left without 

their main source of food, shelter, and clothing.  Although white explorers saw the value 

of the great bison in terms of food and hide, they were used to the control and stability 

they felt relying on domestic cattle (Jacoby 2008).  These settlers also needed land to 
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graze their cattle and to build homes.  The extermination of bison opened up land for 

cattle to graze but also served the purpose of disenfranchising indigenous people.  

As the numbers of bison dwindled, indigenous people lost much of their ability to 

fight for their land and freedom.   

 During the years when the buffalo were numerous and robes for the 
purpose of firearms and cartridges were plentiful, Indian wars were 
frequent, and always costly to the government.  The Indians were then 
quite independent, because they could take the war-path at anytime and 
live on buffalo indefinitely.  Now, the case is very different.  The last time 
Sitting Bull went on the war-path and was driven up into the Manitoba, he 
had the doubtful pleasure of living on his ponies and dogs until he became 
utterly starved out…Therefore, while we no longer have to pay for an 
annual campaign in force against hostile Indians the total absence of the 
buffalo brings upon the nation the entire support of the Indian, and the 
cash outlay each year is as great as ever. (Hornaday 2001, p 438) 

 

The disappearance of public land from the native tribes and bison herds led to their 

dependence on the American Government for basic needs and supplies (Hornaday 2001). 

As the numbers of bison dwindled, indigenous people lost all ability to fight for their land 

and freedom. Tribes were forces to subscribe to government welfare plans that offered 

food with low nutritional value and domestic cattle meat (Franke 2005).   

 This reliance on the United States government left indigenous tribes powerless to 

take care of themselves as they had throughout their history. Forced reliance on the US 

government severely impacted indigenous tribes access to traditional methods of 

subsistence and ways that have takes care of themselves historically.  Because of this, 

many indigenous tribes, specifically those involved in the Intertribal Bison Management 

Plan, a group of many tribes who have come together to assist in the ending of the 
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slaughter, and tribes local to Yellowstone valley such as the Nez Perce, Shoshone and 

Crow Indians see the current extermination of bison in Montana, as more than an 

ecological tragedy or animal rights violation, but as travesty to their spiritual and personal 

relationship to the animals. In addition, Tribes from coast to coast continue to support the 

movement to stop the bison slaughter.  Currently Indigenous groups are working together 

with environmental groups to stop the execution of bison leaving Yellowstone National 

Park (Torbit 2001). Since most of the rationale for the slaughter of bison is from the 

assertion that they spread the disease brucellosis, it is to this subject that I will now turn.  

Brucellosis 

Overview 

 The disease Brucellosis was first brought to the United Stated with the influx of 

domesticated European cattle (Franke 2005).  It is unknown how the original strain of the 

virus emerged in European cattle herds.  Although cattle had been grazing on land shared 

with bison for decades, it was not until the introduction of cattle into Yellowstone 

National Park that the disease was transmitted to the herds of local bison (Franke 2005, 

Danz 1997, Keiter 1997).   

 It is almost impossible for bison and cattle to infect each other with brucellosis 

and can be done so only by human intervention (Bienen and Tabor 2006).  The history of 

Brucellosis in Yellowstone Bison is closely tied to the creation of the park in the 1872 

through the early 1900s (Barringer 2002, Bartlett 1985, Danz 1997, Swart 2005).   
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Effects of Brucellosis 

 As I stated above, brucellosis in non-human animals and ungulate fever in 

humans is transmitted through the ingestion of an infected females afterbirth or through 

lactation (Bienen and Tabor 2006, Keiter 1997, Palmer 2009).  The effect of the onset 

differs depending on the species and is only fatal to humans.  The majority of wildlife 

which are able to carry and pass on the disease are immune to its effects (Franke 2005).  

Because of this many bison, elk, coyotes, and other animals that can test positive for 

brucellosis infection are actually carrying antibodies that protect them and have no effects 

from brucellosis if they actually contract the illness. 

 Brucellosis can be transmitted to humans through the consumption of tainted 

cow’s milk.  The human form of the disease is Ungulate Fever and can range from the 

recipient having symptoms of a minor cold or flu to extremely rare cases of fatality 

(Franke 2005).  Because of this, brucellosis was once a major threat to society.  However, 

with new laws mandating pasteurization of all dairy products, the rink of contracting 

Ungulate Fever has become a moot point.  

While brucellosis is not a threat to humans, it is a threat to domestic cattle.  As 

noted before, however wildlife scientists (Bienen and Tabor 2006) argue that bison are 

not transmitters of the disease.  Domestic cattle are able to transmit and contract 

brucellosis easily among themselves based on the close proximity of each other and the 

extensive shared grazing land.  If they have brucellosis, females will often abort the first 

fetus after contracting the disease in her third trimester.  After this, she will be able to 
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deliver healthy calves for the rest of her reproductive years.  Brucellosis has no effect on 

either bulls or calves of either sex.   

 As I have previously stated, the only method for transmission of brucellosis from 

animal to animal is through the ingestion of the infected animal’s after birth or placenta, 

or through drinking infected milk.  Since bison and cattle have different seasonal grazing 

grounds, there are no periods of time in which birthing bison and domestic cattle are in 

the same area.  In addition, all bulls, non-pregnant or non-lactating females, and all calves 

are unable to transmit brucellosis under any condition.   

 

Management of Brucellosis 

 The idea of an effective form of controlling brucellosis is highly contentious 

between groups involved in the management of the disease.  Currently management has 

followed the interagency Bison Management Plan (explained below) and focused on the 

bison as the main source of the spread of brucellosis and the group targeted for 

quarantine and vaccines.  Both bison and wild elk test positive for the brucellosis 

antibodies at near equal levels but elk are left out of the controversy due to their status as 

game animals in Montana.   

 Both the US Department of Agriculture and the Plant Health Inspection Service 

have been focused on the eradication of Brucellosis in the state of Montana.  Their goal is 

to focus on the free-range bison herd because they believe that the bison are responsible 

for the spread of the disease to domestic cattle.  Although elk in the area have also tested 
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positive for the disease brucellosis at similar rates as bison, both the USDA and APHIS 

state that bison are a larger threat due to their herd behavior and close parameters to other 

bison other during calving times.   

 Elk prefer to calve privately and they also are known to meticulously clean up 

afterbirth by ingesting it after their baby is born. This behavior is said to lessen the 

attraction for predators looking for an easy meal.  However, Elk have been provided with 

artificial feeding grounds in order to promote large herds of healthy elk for sport hunting 

in the area.  These feeding grounds are often placed in shared areas of land between elk 

and domestic cattle.  This then reduces the “natural” behavior of lone birthing and 

increases the likelihood of having afterbirth on the ground near other elk and near grazing 

cattle.  

 What this means is that without human interference, elk prefer to calve some 

distance away from other elk.  However, since human installation of artificial feeding 

grounds near domestic cattle grazing land, the natural process of elk birthing is disrupted.  

This leads to increased probability of elk birthing within close proximity to other elk or 

domestic cattle and an increased risk of brucellosis transmission between animals.  There 

have been four documented cases of elk to cow brucellosis transmission.  As I stated 

above, bison birth their young away from the presence of domestic cattle and do not 

utilize artificial feeding grounds.  Although counterintuitive, bison are still seen as a 

larger threat for transmitting the disease than elk 

 While elk are left alone, Bison are tested for brucellosis using either a test that 

is serologic which is a blood test looking for antibodies, or culture testing, which consists 
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of tissue sampling to check for actual bacteria present.  Serologic testing is much less 

accurate since it picks up antibodies instead of actual bacteria.  Since it is the most 

common test used on bison, many bison are sent to slaughter for having the antibodies for 

brucellosis.  This leads not only to the death of a healthy bison, but also effect the future 

of the herd since these genes will not be passed in to young bison who would benefit 

from the immunity.  This is similar to human babies who receive beneficial antibodies 

through their mother’s breast milk.  

 Bienen and Tabor are two scholars and activists working to create a new 

management plan for the bison and elk of Montana.  In their work (2006) they focus on 

the feeding grounds for the elk as the main cause of the continuing conflict.  There is 

little work provided by other scholars regarding the elk feeding as problematic, however 

it is not used in other states for this reason.  Their recommendations promote the 

discontinuing of the feeding grounds, which keep the elk population unnaturally high.  

However, they also state that winter grounds need to be abundant for the bison so they 

don’t need to travel so far outside of the park for food and shelter (Bienen and Tabor 

2006).  

Current management does not focus on the domestic cattle and existence of 

preventative measures.  Two vaccines exist against strains of brucellosis for cattle but 

mandatory vaccination of cattle is not in place.  These vaccines, such as RB51, have not 

been proven affective on wild bison, but are seventy fiver percent affective and still used 

regularly on young quarantined bison.   
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 The process of bison vaccination is damaging in multiple ways.  I will name three.  

First, it is an infective use of tax dollars and manpower.  Second, the quarantine process 

used before vaccinations are given prevents the bison from living in a natural manner.  If 

bison are quarantined during their formative years (up to four years of age), their ability 

to survive in the wild if released is greatly reduced.  Third, the process of quarantine and 

slaughter destroys the genetic diversity of the bison. 

 In order to follow the management plan in place, it costs $26, 220 per bison 

according to the Yellowstone Buffalo Foundation who claimed that their source was 

derived from the averaging of local newspaper articles since that have found 

governmental sources to be unreliable.  This figure is the amount that would be spent on 

a bison that tests negative for brucellosis and is released back into the wild after the 

mandatory four-year quarantine period involved in the Interagency Bison Management 

Plan.  

 Ecological health relies on biodiversity and the presence of keystone species. ).  

Bison are considered a “keystone” species meaning that their contribution to the 

environment and other species surpasses those of most other animals (Truett et all 2001).  

Bison serve multiple functions promoting environmental health including providing food 

for predators, trampling the land to create a patch work of mini-ecosystems, and grazing 

tall grasses to allow for growth of a plethora of foliage and grass species (Truett et all 

2001).  Their extermination is positively correlated with the loss of prairie dogs from the 

plains since the prairie dogs need the trampled land to burrow and survive.  Prairie dogs 
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are also a keystone species that are diminishing in numbers based on decreasing bison 

(Truett, et all 2001).   

  Artificial feeding grounds and expulsion of natural predators creates an 

environment overrun by large populations of herbivores (Epp 2002).  Although the 

artificial winter-feeding of the bison stopped once the new policy of bison control was 

introduced, feeding grounds for elk are abundant in Yellowstone Valley (Franke 2005).  

Hunting of game animals is a major pastime in the state of Montana and is it monetarily 

important to have an unnaturally high number of elk to keep the sport profitable.  Elk 

feeding grounds overlap with cattle grazing land leading to increased contact between the 

two species and adequate circumstances for brucellosis to be spread (Bienen and Tabor 

2006).   

In conclusion, the Interagency Bison Management Plan that is currently in use is 

ineffective, disproportionably expensive for taxpayers, detrimental to biodiversity, and 

cruel.  Further in this thesis I will discuss more practical management methods. First, 

however, I will more specifically define the players in the drama of Yellowstone bison. 

Government Agencies 

The Montana Department of Livestock 

The Montana Department of Livestock (MDOL) serves the purpose of managing 

domestic farm animals within the state of Montana.  They work to maintain health 

standards and oversee productivity of farming and food production. Disease control and 

prevention are top priorities for the organization.  According to the MDOL website, their 
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mission statement is: “To control and eradicate animal diseases, prevent the transmission 

of animal diseases to humans, and to protect the livestock industry from theft and 

predatory animals.” 

The MDOL is not responsible for the care or management plan of bison as long as 

they remain in the strict perimeters of Yellowstone National Park. Since 1995 when the 

Montana bison were claimed to be “a species in need of disease management,” the 

MDOL has been assigned the task of managing any bison leaving the park.  Since their 

mission statement is directed at the protection of domestic animals and the protection of 

domestic animal owners from theft or predatory animals, the MDOL uses all means 

necessary to keep bison off of private and public land that could be home to grazing 

cattle.   

According to the MDOL website, their goal is simply to keep bison inside the 

park parameters.  The use of hazing to get bison back into Yellowstone is stated to be the 

first step in the process.  If it is successful and the bison return to the park, they will be 

left alone.  If bison are unwilling or unable to go back into the park due to a plethora of 

reasons including injury from being hazed, confusion, the snow levels too high for them 

to physically enter, or if protestors or activists get in the way (my emphasis, quote), bison 

will be captured, quarantined, and tested for brucellosis.  Those that test positive, 

seropositive, or are pregnant, are sent to slaughter.  Seropositive results mean that the 

bison do not possess the disease but test positive for brucellosis antibodies that exist in 

animals immune to the disease.  Testing, quarantine, slaughter, and vaccinations are 

extremely expensive.  The MDOL is funded by both state and federal tax money. 
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The US Department of Agriculture and Animals (USDA) 

 The USDA is a government agency that exists to protect the people from 

consuming tainted or diseased food.  They are responsible for the health of agricultural 

food products as well and farmed meat.  Their mission statement according to their 

official government website states the following: “We provide leadership on food, 

agriculture, natural resources, and related issues based on sound public policy, the best 

available science, and efficient management.”  Following this statement they summarize 

their vision for their department by stating “We want to be recognized as a dynamic 

organization that is able to efficiently provide the integrated program delivery needed to 

lead a rapidly evolving food and agriculture system” (APHIS website). 

 The USDA focuses on the expansion of the food industries in the United States.  

One of their main goals is to create alternate methods for cultivation and growth of 

agricultural products.  They also seek to expand growth in the international trade market 

of agriculture.  However, the USDA is central to Montana in their eradication of 

brucellosis and bison by “managing and protecting America's public and private lands by 

working cooperatively with other levels of government and the private sector.”   

 Food safety is a priority within the USDA, however politics between private and 

governmental sectors of Montana are closely tied.  Economic giants in the area such as 

cattle ranchers and recreational elk hunters play a large role in the revenue that is brought 

in by the USDA. It’s good relations with providers of capital inflow are essential to the 

economic success of the agency. 
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Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS) 

 APHIS emphasizes their importance in the protection and conservation of natural 

resources and agriculture in the US.  Their duties also include carrying out the Animal 

Welfare Act, monitoring genetically engineered agriculture, and managing wildlife.  

They are a large subdivision of the USDA and their work is used as a supplement to 

USDA plans.  Since APHIS is a subsidiary agency, it focuses more on quick solutions 

and fast acting plans for problems faced by the USDA.  These problems can be local such 

as the bison leaving Yellowstone National Park, or what is deemed as unnecessary 

restrictions of free trade internationally.   

Activist Groups Involved 

Buffalo Field Campaign 

 The Buffalo Field Campaign was first developed in the winter of 1966 and 1967 

as a result of the slaughter of over 1,000 buffalo (Buffalo Field Campaign website).  

Originally known as the Buffalo Nations, the group was formed from native tribes and 

non-native environmentalists.  The group still is made up of members from these groups.  

Their mission statement is: “To stop the slaughter of Yellowstone’s wild buffalo herd, 

protect the natural habitat of wild free-roaming buffalo and native wildlife, and to work 

with people of all Nations to honor the sacredness of the wild buffalo.” 

 The Buffalo Field Campaign is one of the main advocates of bison rights and a 

determined opponent of current practices of hazing, quarantine, vaccination, and 
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slaughter of the bison.  They state on their website that their goal is support tribal rights 

and to provide a platform for Native voices.   The Campaign also is located at 

Yellowstone National Park and acts as lookouts for the bison in order to physically 

interfere with bison hazing and quarantine.   Most of the people involved with the 

physical labor are volunteers who come to live in the Campaign’s cabin and devote at 

least a season to the bison.   

Montana Cattlemen’s Association 

 The Montana Cattlemen’s Association is a group for Cattle ranchers to join with 

the intention to protect the cattle industry.  According to the Montana Cattlemen’s 

Association website, their mission is  

 To actively participate with Montana cattle producers to protect our 
industry's future.  To address market interests, serve to support Montana’s 
environmental, cultural and historical heritage, and protect the interests of 
Montana cattle producers in international markets and trade issues.  The 
Montana Cattlemen’s Association shall be true environmentalists in 
protecting and advancing their environmental positions in water rights, 
mineral rights and natural resources. 

 

The Montana Cattle ranchers are advocates of the current Bison Management 

Plan and believe that the threat of brucellosis is too dangerous to their livelihoods, even 

though, as we explored above, it is virtually impossible for bison to cattle transmission to 

occur.  However, their fear is not completely irrational; if one cow or bull tests positive 

for brucellosis, their entire herd will be mandated to slaughter by law.   
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American Bison Society 

 The American Bison Society was founded in 1905 by William Hornaday and 

Theodore Roosevelt (website). The purpose of the society was to save the dwindling 

bison from extinction.  However, the Society had been inactive for nearly one hundred 

years when the Wildlife Conservation Society reinvigorated the Societies membership in 

2005.   

 The Mission of the American Bison Society is simply to “build the scientific and 

social basis to achieve ecological restoration of the North American Bison” (website).  

The society has formed coalitions with other groups interested in bison restoration.  

 According to their website, updated in 2010, the American Bison Society’s goals 

are to develop techniques and information for further publications of documents aimed at 

directing policy, building and leveraging communities to work on site on design projects 

and to become community partners, and to strengthen constituencies and communication 

in order to increase public knowledge and gain cooperation between diverse populations 

with vested interest in bison restoration.   

Intertribal Bison Cooperative 

 The Intertribal Bison Cooperative began as a coalition of 19 tribes with common 

interest in the survival and protection of North American bison.  The group founded in 

1990 but first met as a whole in 1991 in South Dakota.  Today the Cooperative has 57 

tribes as members and focuses on education and marketing strategies, and on transferring 

bison from parkland to Indian land (website). 
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The Cooperative states that their interest is in reinstating the bison to their native 

lands and re-connecting tribes with bison in order for indigenous peoples to once again 

live independently from the white government.  The Cooperative argues along with 

several other scholars (Franke, 2005, Beinen and Tabor, 2006) that a primary reason for 

the extermination of the North American bison by white men was to systematically 

subjugate indigenous tribes forcing them to be dependent on the white government to 

survive (Intertribal Bison Cooperative website 2010). 

 Further, the Intertribal Bison Cooperative is working to restore the bison 

population on Indian land.  They believe that the restoration of the North American bison 

will restore not only the rights of the animals, but also the independent spirit of the 

Indian.   

 The Intertribal Bison Cooperative is vested in the fight for indigenous peoples’ 

rights.  Issues such a health and education are also key to the Cooperative’s mission.   

Restoration of bison would result in tribe’s ability to eat healthier food such as bison 

meat instead of government-donated meat that is higher in fat and lower in nutritional 

content.   
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CHAPTER 2 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Deep Ecology 

The controversy surrounding the bison in Yellowstone National Park is one 

sprung from the social construction of nature and animals (Tovey 2003).  By constructing 

the idea of bison as “other,” “diseased,” and “unnecessary for the environment” 

thousands of bison have been sent to an unwarranted death.  Historically it was the white 

colonists and settlers who began the bison genocide; today their fate is in the hand of the 

ancestors of those same men (Danz 1997).  It is the cattle ranchers and hunters of 

Montana state that hold clout over the government and Park Services as well as the 

human and non-human animals living in the state.   

Environmentalism has flourished as an ideology throughout history; the creation 

of Yellowstone National Park was partially for the conservation of nature and wild land.  

However, since the 1960s, environmentalism evolved into revolution of biocentric 

integrity (Sessions 2001 p 157).  In 1966 Lynn White Jr. published the paper (Historical 

Roots of Our Ecological Crisis) and alerted the public to the negative environmental 

effects of the dominant, anthropocentric view of the world (Sessions p 157).  

Based on the writing of many prominent scholars such as Henry David Thoreau, 

John Muir, Aldo Leopold, and the inclusions of Taoism and Native American Cultures, 

new meanings in Western theory of the environment and human’s role on earth were 

evolved.
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I chose to look at the conflicting interests surrounding the Yellowstone bison 

through the lens of deep ecology based on my own ideals of a non-anthropocentric 

ideology of ecology, the importance of biodiversity in arguing against the slaughter of 

bison, and the parallel interests of deep ecology and indigenous cultures and spirituality.   

Deep ecology combines Eastern, Western, and American Indian philosophy in order to 

create its theological framework. (Devall & Sessions 1985; Naess 1989; Fox 1990).  

 Deep ecology differs from the dominant white worldview on human/nature 

relations in the premise that humans are seen as equal in value to all other life forms 

(Devall 1991,).  Instead of seeing humans as dominant over the ecosphere and other 

animals, we are seen as one member in the web of life with responsibility to maintain 

balance, biodiversity, and health in our environment (Fox 2004). Deep ecology is a 

philosophy that places preference on the intrinsic rights of all beings and values a 

symbiotic relationship between humans and the earth.  Both theoretically and 

theologically, deep ecology questions the meaning for life between and within all beings.  

In other words, deep ecology is not hierarchical in classification of different life forms, 

humans are not seen as the most important species, and instead all species are seen as 

interconnected.  

 First coined by philosopher Arne Naess in 1972 during a lecture entitled “The 

Shallow and the Deep, Long-Range Ecology Movement” (Devall 1988, p. 20), deep 

ecology is an ecophilosophy or ecosophy created to explain the human role on earth. 

However, prior to Naess, critiques of anthropocentric environmental policies were 

already sprouting up (Session 2001).  In 1966, Lynn White Jr.’s paper entitled “Historical 
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Roots of Our Ecological Crisis” was widely distributed (Ibid).  Naess’ philosophies also 

coincided with the ideas of Rachel Carson (1962) as well as many naturalists such as 

John Muir and Aldo Leopold.  Ness argued against the practicality of what he called 

“shallow ecology,” or the current environmental ethics of the day; Naess believed that the 

dominant anthropocentric worldview needed to be abandoned.  Shallow ecology, he 

stated, relies on human dominant methods for ecological protection such as the 

promotion of recycling and the preservation of forests but does not foreground the 

importance of the relationship between individuals and their environment.   

 Deep Ecology can be looked at as a spiritual based ideology or as a scientifically 

grounded theory (Barry 1995, Fox 2006).  In this paper, I take the stance of scientific 

deep ecology, which has been compared to naturalist socialism due to its bases in science 

over theology (Barry 1995).  This reflects the interconnecting of deep ecology into other 

aspects of human life such as health problems and global or cultural problems (Devall 

1988).   

Deep ecology is both a theory and an ideology that represents the 

interconnectedness of all living creatures and the earth, upon which they live (Fox 2006).  

The theory states that a balanced and healthy planet is the most important aspect of life 

and all decisions must be made with this in mind (Fox 2006).  Biodiversity is vital to this 

happening.  By constructing nature as needed to be tamed and re-patterned for human 

enjoyment, the earth’s health is destroyed.  In contrast, deep ecology preaches the 

importance of a biocentric worldview.  
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Those who critique Deep Ecology say that it is misanthropic, in other words, that 

it is based on the dislike or hatred of humans.  This is an understandable misinterpretation 

of the theory, but nonetheless is an inaccurate perception.  Ecocentrism is not the 

antithesis of anthropocentrism, rather it is an over encompassing category that envelops 

the latter.  Ecological health is essential for the life of all living beings and as follows is a 

necessary component of human sustainability.  Harold Glasser succinctly states this 

point; “…since humans are elements of the ecosystems, it seems ludicrous to even 

suggest the conclusion that ecocentric somehow implies misanthropy (2007).   

Deep ecology rejects the mainstream anthropocentric environmental movements 

as anthropocentric since they focus on improving the environment to further human 

consumption of resources instead of working to maintain the intrinsic rights of all beings 

and all natural artifacts.  Instead, deep ecology stresses the importance of harmony 

between humans and the natural world and focuses on the symbiotic relationship between 

all creatures.  Nature does not exist as a human resource or as an entity in need of human 

protection, nature exists in it’s own rights, as the larger web that ties all creatures 

together, including humans. The natural world needs to be seen as a part of humans just 

as humans are a part of nature, they are not binary entities but two parts of a whole. 

Shallow or mainstream ecology often promotes preservation of land in order to protect it 

from human interference and degradation.  It is this anthropocentric viewpoint that 

sustains the dichotomy between nature and human society.  Instead, deep ecology would 

suggest that human’s role in nature is to accept their place and move with the natural 

cycles instead of against them.  All species have a role to play in the health of the earth.   
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The Yellowstone bison are currently being slaughtered and forced into quarantine 

because of the acceptance from the dominant anthropocentric ideology that places 

humans above all other animals.  As I will discus in the next section, this view is 

compounded by the capitalist economic system. However, it is important to make clear 

that without anthropocentrism, capitalism alone would not be enough to justify the 

treatment of the bison.  It is the ideological stance that human are superior to other beings 

that lays the groundwork for the acceptance of bison slaughter from government agencies 

and the un-aware citizens of Montana.   

Ecosocialism 

 The existence of bison herds in Yellowstone National Park (YNP) is not innately 

counteractive to an anthropocentric environmental viewpoint.  Because of this, my 

analysis of the YNP bison herd needs to lay out the reasoning behind the decisions that 

have lead to hazing, quarantine, and slaughter of the only genetically pure bison in the 

world.  Outside of this herd, the majority of bison that are alive today are the offspring of 

bison/cattle hybrids.  The research (Beinen and Tabor 2006) suggests that the perceived 

problem with bison is based on a capitalist society’s preference of high market capital 

over ecological health.  Wild bison herds create competition for grazing land with 

domestic cattle.  Since bison are classified as “wild” instead of domestic, they are not 

used as an income source for ranchers or government agencies.  Under a capitalist 

economic system, monetary gain is preferenced above biodiversity and animal or human 

rights. 
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 Domestic cattle provide state income as well as supporting ranchers.  Bison 

interfere with the prosperity of domestic cattle by eating grass on public land that could 

be consumed by domestic cattle.  Since capitalism values making money over all other 

aspects of life, bison are seen as blockades to the ultimate goal of creating capital gain 

through the sale of goods provided by cattle (dairy and meat).  The theory of 

ecosocialism argues that capitalism is the cause for environmental degradation since 

money is valued over ecological health.  According to this viewpoint, bison are devalued 

based on their placement in the ecosystem as wild animals that do not provide profit in 

the form of money. 

 Murray Bookchin was one of the first developers of social ecology and 

ecosocialism.  Through the late 1960s through 1982, Bookchin’s work influenced a 

movement towards the combining of Marxist ideology and environmental radicalism.  

Bookchin (1982) provided some of the first written work on the detrimental effects of 

capitalism on the environment.  His work has been interpreted by many predecessors, 

which I will discuss below.  More importantly to this thesis, Bookchin’s writings on 

radical environmentalism and Marxism are descriptive of the processes being used to 

justify the bison’s slaughter. 

According to an ecosocialist perspective, bison can be dealt with in two ways in 

order to benefit the capitalist economic state.  One method is through the extermination 

of bison as a species; this can be seen as demonstrated through the slaughter of bison that 

leave the park to graze on public land as well as through the slaughter of bison who test 

positive for brucellosis antibodies.  The second method is to insert bison into the market 
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system by domesticating them and using them to create profit in a similar manner to 

cattle.  This is shown through the methods of quarantine of young bison, which leaves the 

calves dependent on human interaction for food, water, and shelter and disrupts the 

bison’s ability to live an independent life. 

  Ecosocialism, or ecological socialism, is a theory that places the blame for 

environmental and ecological problems on capitalism.  James O’Connor, an early 

developer of ecosocialist theory argued, “The ecological crisis cannot be resolved without 

radical transformation of the capitalist production relationships” (Clark 2001 p 351).  

O’Connor describes the importance of ecology to the premise of socialism since ecology 

provides the groundwork for the interrelationship between things.   

 Ecology needs socialism because the latter stresses democratic planning 
and the key role of social interchanges between human beings.  By 
contrast, popular organizations or movements confined by the community, 
municipality, or village cannot by themselves deal effectively with most of 
both the economic and ecological aspects of the general destructiveness of 
global capitalism, and still less with the destructive dialectic between 
economic and ecological crisis. (O’Connor, p 431)   

O’Connor states that ecosocialism is not the combination of ecology and socialism but an 

entirely new ideology that focuses on centralism, planning, and coordination (p 434).   

These are all points that need to be addressed in the Bison Management Plan.   

David Harvey another theorist of socialist ecology states that capitalist economic 

practices lead to the ideology that the environment has a monetary value (Clark 2001).  

According to Harvey, this is an inequitable method, which attribute value to specific 

aspects of the environment.  This is problematic since it is impossible to divide the value 
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of one portion of the ecosystem from the whole (ibid).  Since the he ecosystem is made 

up of many species as well as ecological monuments such as mountains and bodies of 

water; all of these pieces are interconnected.  Therefore, attributing a monetary value to a 

specific entity or piece of land fails to take into account the destruction that will be 

caused to the rest of the ecosystem by the removal of that part of the ecosystem.   

John Bellamy Foster is in agreement with many of Harvey’s arguments and 

follows the assumptions of Barry Commoner, which provide basic guidelines for 

ecological health (Clark 2001). The assumptions of Foster are as follows: everything is 

connected to everything else, everything must go somewhere, nature knows best, and 

nothing comes from nothing (ibid).  According to Foster, Capitalism is problematic 

because the very bases of a capitalist economy rely on the opposite assumptions of these 

principals.   

According to Joel Kovel, capitalism is not compatible with an ecocentric 

approach to environmentalism since the goal of capitalism is to grow and increase profits 

(2007).  However, although capitalism and the pursuit for profits can be identified as a 

prominent obstacle in the blockage of ecological health, capitalism is not an unaffiliated 

entity and cannot be “turned off” without consequence (ibid).  Capitalism is embedded 

into culture.  Just like capitalism alienates workers from their labor, it also alienates 

humans from nature (ibid).  Furthermore, ecosocialism adds economic aspects to deep 

ecology that are crucial to many ecological decisions, in this case the bison. 

Capitalism is so highly advanced that if we were to simply “turn it off” there 

would be huge consequences to the ecosystem including the life of humans.  Probable 
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outcomes of such an attempt include war, and an increased lack of resources because 

much of the world has become focused on feeding as unbalanced consumption machine 

rather than meeting the actual subsistence needs of most of the world. 

Michael Lowy (2002) uses Max Weber’s characterization of rationalization as a 

fundamental factor in the growth of the industrial revolution and capitalism.  

Rationalization is a social and cognitive method of organization that allows for goals to 

be met in the most practical and efficient method possible.  The focus of a rationalized 

process is to achieve the ends while cutting out any extraneous processes that might not 

be relevant, or might not provide “efficiencies” (Ritzer 2000). Lowy (2002) uses the 

example of genocide as a rationalized process with the intent of exterminating an entire 

population of people, but genocide is obviously irrational when looked at through a wider 

lens of human interaction and pro-social behavior.  The process of rationalization is an 

outcome of a capital based economic system and is counteractive to ecological health 

which relies on complexity, not simplicity. 

The pursuit of maximum monetary profit is the rational goal of capitalist 

societies, which inhibits an inclusive desire for ecological health.  In other words, capital 

based societies are inherently unable to place preference on the well-being of any process 

that does not produce monetary growth in the quickest and most efficient manner 

possible, regardless of long term effects.   As Lowy contends, capitalistic “progress” and 

the market society “directly threatens, however hazardous the prediction, the very 

survival of the human species in the short or medium term” (2002 p 130).   
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Socialism and political ecology differ from capitalism because “they share the 

goal of going beyond instrumental rationality, the reign of quantification, and production 

as an ends in itself” (Lowy 2002 p 122).  Although the focus of Socialism lies in the 

theory that economy is embedded in society and political ecology places the economy in 

the natural environment, both processes follow Marx’s view that the final purpose or goal 

of progress is not fully exemplified in the “having” but in the “being” (Lowy 2002).  In 

his writing in Capital, Marx succinctly states the problem with capitalist progress in 

regards to the natural environment, as well as the worker: 

  Thus it destroys both the physical health of the urban worker and the 
spiritual life of the rural worker.  Every stage in the development of 
capitalist agriculture, each short-term advance in fertility, represents at the 
same time a stage in the destruction of the long-term basis of this fertility.  
The more a country develops… large-scale industry, the more rapidly this 
destructive process moves forward (p. 360).   

 Lowy (2002) argues that partial reform of capitalism is an inadequate method of 

addressing the capitalist degradation of the environment and the economic system.  

Complete reform is necessary for changing systems that oppress environmental health 

and the physical and mental health of workers.  James O’Connor follows the same line of 

thought when he describes the need for change between the preferences of “exchange 

value” over “use value” (Lowy 2002).  In relation to the Montana/Yellowstone bison 

controversies, their long-term survival necessities a complete overhaul of current 

monetary centered policies and the creation of new policies aimed at environmental 

health and a socialist economy. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

  The theoretical diagram below emphasizes my analysis of the relationship 

between society, economy, and institutions behind the current bison slaughters occurring 

in and outside of Yellowstone National Park.  It can be summarized as follows.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Theoretical Model. 
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Table 1: Definitions for Theoretical Model 

Capitalism An economic system based on a free market where 
market advances are preferable to all other outcomes or 
processes.   

Monetary Gain An increase in money earned. 
Control of Resources Ownership and/or ability to make decision on distribution 

or lack of distribution of resources such as land, food, 
money etc.   

Pro-Domestication Preference is placed on domesticating wildlife (in this 
case bison) over allowing them to remain wild.  This 
results in the cross-over of bison from wildlife to 
livestock. 

Anti-Wild Wild bison are competition for the cattle industry, 
therefore there is preference on stopping wild bison from 
living in a wild manner. 

Bison Consume Resources Bison graze and eat grass on which cattle graze. 
Cattle Create Money The cattle industry makes the state of Montana a large 

proportion of money by paying taxes on their earnings.  
Cattle ranchers are able to be prosperous selling cattle for 
meat or other food items.   

Domesticate Bison The most profitable and practical solution to the bison 
problem is to domesticate them. 

Eradicate Bison The most profitable and practical solution to the bison 
problem is to eradicate them.  

 

 

Historically bison have been killed as an attempt to eradicate Native people from 

the United States.  Bison have been perceived as the wild ungulates of indigenous tribes 

whereas European cattle are seen as modernized, domestic and easy to insert into 

industrialized society.  The livestock industry, particularly the cattle industry, is an 

extremely lucrative business that provides tax money to states and the federal government 

as well as individual representatives.  Therefore, in a capitalist society, cattle are very 

valuable based on their ability to produce money for investors and owners.   
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On the other hand, bison are not as popular of an industry.  There are domestic 

bison farms where bison are harvested similarly to cattle, but this is only monetarily 

valuable if the bison can be domesticated and raised for human consumption.  In the 

particular case of the Yellowstone bison, the monetary value of each bison is negligible if 

it exists at all, and bison are seen as detracting resources from local cattle.  Bison graze 

on the same public fields that cattle do and eat grass that could be going to the cattle.   

Bison are a burden and a barricade to the cattle industry having full usage of 

public land in Montana.  In order to place them within the capitalist society, bison must 

be domesticated and used for human consumption.  If this is not possible, they must be 

slaughtered so not to interfere with capitalist growth.  This paradigm is demonstrated 

below.
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CHAPTER 4 
 

METHODS 

Overview 

 For this study I examined the different perspectives on the issues surrounding 

the bison currently in and around Yellowstone National Park.  The goal of my research 

was to understand the arguments used by different institutions involved in debates 

regarding the best way to handle the issue of brucellosis contamination in the wild bison 

herds.  Particularly, I was interested in the opinions of the Montana Department of 

Livestock (MDOL), The US Department of Agriculture and Animal (USDA) and Plant 

Health Inspection Service (APHIS) as well as the attitudes of indigenous and non-

indigenous activists working to end the legal slaughter of bison who carry brucellosis 

antibodies.  I chose these organizations based on the perceived and real power that they 

have over decisions made regarding bison slaughter, vaccinations, and quarantine. 

 I was also interested in popular public perception of how the situation with the 

bison should be handled.  Because of this, I chose to look at documents that were easily 

accessible to the public.  I looked at newspaper articles as well as official documents that 

had either been used at meetings open to the public or that were displayed on institutions’ 

websites.  In order to fully understand multiple points of view, I searched websites of 

government groups as well as bison support websites such as the Buffalo Field Campaign 

and the American Bison Campaign. 
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 I felt that it was important to look for an equal number of documents, texts, or 

articles from groups or agencies that I perceived to be on opposite sides of the spectrum 

in terms of their interest in the bison either in the continuation of the Interagency Bison 

Management Plan or the discontinuation of the Plan.    These were the agencies that 

developed the Interagency Bison Management Plan and activists groups that strive to end 

the Plan.  I looked at countless documents, texts, and articles in my search for the specific 

pieces I would include in this research and settled on the direct use of a much smaller 

percentage.  I chose to use the specific documents based on their representation of a the 

larger category to which they belonged in.  In other words, each document that was 

chosen was one that I felt was those most succinct and descriptive representative 

document for the purpose that it served.  

 In the category of agencies and groups that had interest in the continuation of 

the Bison Management Plan, I used a total of 42 documents, articles, and texts in my 

analysis of the issues.  For the activist groups and agencies against the Plan, I used a total 

of 47 documents that directly impacted my analysis.  In addition, I also used a total of 20 

newspaper, magazine, or online sources that I deemed to be coming from neutral 

viewpoints.  Most of these were newspaper articles from around the country and were 

usually short and for the most part unbiased relaying of facts and events that had 

occurred.  It is important to note, however, that my writing was influenced by countless 

more documents that I had read prior to settling on the specific documents I chose for this 

thesis.   
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 Out of the 42 articles used from government agencies interested in the 

continuation of the Bison Management Plan, all 42 used the transmission of brucellosis as 

the primary reason for the Plan’s need.  Thirty-Nine of the documents also mentioned the 

potential economic threat of a brucellosis outbreak in domestic cattle and 18 made note of 

the shared grasslands as another economic effect of the bison’s free roaming on domestic 

cattle ranches.   

 Of the activist groups’ documents I examined, all 47 documents discredited 

the threat of brucellosis transmission from bison to cattle.  All 47 documents also 

mentioned economic reasons as the real justification of the Bison Management Plan.  

These included the sharing of public grasslands, the possibility of bison breaking fence 

lines, and the fact that bison were not used for a purpose that brought in funds to the 

government agencies.  Forty-four of these documents also reference historical and current 

day racism against American Indians as an underlying reason for the Plan. 

 Not all of these documents, texts, or articles are individually referenced in this 

thesis since many articles repeated information.  I used quotes from those that I thought 

specified the issues most succinctly and efficiently. 
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Table 2: Distribution of opinions supporting or against the IBMP 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Qualitative Methods 

 Based on the subjective nature of the research I used qualitative methods of 

analysis to dissect the data. Qualitative research is used throughout the social sciences as 

a method to gain understanding of the breadth of a subject and the meanings that people 

attach to the topic. In qualitative research it is the interpretation made by the subject that 

is the focus of the research (Denzin, 2008).  Unlike quantitative research, which relies 

mainly on statistical analysis, qualitative research implies that the researcher is the 
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instrument for gathering data.  The researcher immerses themselves into the field through 

a variety of ways including interviews, focus groups, participant observer, and the 

analysis of text. 

 By using qualitative methods, I was able to place myself and my experiences 

in the research to understand the relationship dynamics and contexts at play (Denzin 

2008).  Qualitative research methods provide helpful tools for analyzing data across 

disciplines, which was important in my research that focused on sociology as well 

ecology.   

 I used a grounded theory approach in this study so that I could compare 

documents intricately by locating themes in the text (Berg 2009). This way, I was able to 

use literature to form my hypothesis. I transferred all documents I chose into rich text 

format and then downloaded them onto Atlas.ti, a qualitative software program designed 

for coding.  This allowed me to examine the texts for analytic categories.  I used 

keywords to code the documents in order to fish out themes and patterns.  After this I was 

able to create larger categories called “families” into which I placed similar codes.  By 

finding similarities in the narratives of the texts I was able to group the major 

commonalities (Charmaz 2002).  Atlas.ti also allowed for me to write brief memos on the 

codes I created, which made comparisons easier to look at and allowed for me to trigger 

ideas about the themes with my writing. 
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Sampling 

Purposive sampling was employed to include the experiences of all relevant 

actors.  Purposive sampling involves purposeful selection of data to analyze (Babbie 

2001).  Articles surrounding the controversies regarding the Montana bison were limited 

and this sampling method allowed for the most usable data possible.   

I used documents that were created after 1968, when the current policy for bison 

management was instated and based on information relevant to the current controversies.  

I purposely over sampled from specific groups such as the Montana Department of 

Livestock, Animal and Plant Inspection Services, activist groups such as the Buffalo 

Field Campaign, the American Bison Campaign, and the Intertribal Bison Cooperative.  

Data Collection 

 Before starting my formal research of the bison I felt more comfortable 

familiarizing myself with common information on the subject such as newspaper articles 

on the internet and websites that were dedicated to the bison.  Prior to this, I was largely 

unaware of the complexities that surrounded the case.  After a few days of scouring 

websites and articles, I felt focused and ready to begin my official research and to start 

gathering empirical data that would lead me to a hypothesis.   

 I began by organizing articles and documents based on their orientation to the 

controversy; in other words I looked at whether articles suggested that bison should 

continue to be slaughtered or did they propose that the current policies were wrong. 

Although these seem to be two distinct categories, I soon found out that there was a lot of 
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overlap and that simply focusing on slaughter and brucellosis testing would leave out a 

lot of the political agendas in place. In order to cover the spectrum of information 

mandatory to understanding this topic, I began with researching the history of 

Yellowstone National Park, historical relations between while settlers and Indigenous 

tribes, as well as information of current day cattle ranching and the role of bison in the 

promotion of biodiversity.  

 Popular media, such as newspaper and magazine articles, in addition to the 

internet and government documents were also examined.  Mainstream articles were used 

based on the assumption that they are available to a wider audience than academic 

journals.  Legal documents related to the Yellowstone bison were also examined.  These 

consisted of letters to government officials, as well as documents that are part of lawsuits, 

as well as amendments or changes made to past or current policies.     

Online articles from 1968 until present time were searched as well as printed 

editorials on the controversies surrounding the Yellowstone Bison.  My goal was to 

establish common themes used in the commentary of both the activist promoting articles 

as well as articles straight from governmental websites.   

Data was coded through the computer program, ATLAS.ti, in order to organize 

similar themes between the writings as well as to pull apart common arguments made by 

the multiple parties involved. 
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Limitations 

 A limiting feature of this study was its small sample size.  Because of my ability 

to analyze a limited number of articles and texts, I was unable to cover neither all groups 

involved nor all documents produced by the groups that were coded.   

 In addition, as the researcher I was at a physical distance from Yellowstone 

National Park and the direct individuals and groups involved in the controversy.  Because 

of this, I relied solely on text documents, which I could have misinterpreted, due to lack 

of aural voice fluctuations, body language, and other human communication techniques 

that are not produced through spoken to written word.   

 There is also always the possibility of human error when dealing with any 

research.  However, there were no apparent errors noted by editors or myself.
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CHAPTER 5 
RESULTS 

Overview 

I specifically organized the data by highlighting the focuses of each article and 

attributing names to each focus based on how I understood the information.  Examples 

were “biodiversity,” “deep ecology,” and “brucellosis transmission.”  In the category 

“biodiversity” I would place all paragraphs, sentences, phrases, or words that had a focus 

on biodiversity as an important aspect involved in the treatment of the bison and the other 

animals at Yellowstone National Park.  I applied this same method to all documents 

gathered as data.  Following this step, I re-coded the categories into larger families with 

similar foci to each other.  This could be exemplified by the merger between 

“biodiversity” and “deep ecology” under the family name “Ecocentrism.”  Both 

categories serve to facilitate a way of living that is centered on the health and life of the 

earth and environments rather than having an anthropocentric view of the world.   

After categorizing all sub-themes into master codes, I pulled out the most 

prominent ideas presented in the literature in order to create a succinct understanding of 

the major viewpoints and arguments used to justify protection of the wild bison or to 

rationalize their slaughter. The two sides were “eco-centered bison management” and 

“capitalism bison management.”  Although I separated the data using many different 

distinct categories for specific themes, I used the “eco-centered bison management” and 

“capitalist bison management” categories as master groupings in my analysis



 

  

52 

 

The primary framings in the documents I analyzed are the fear over alleged 

brucellosis transmission (for anti-bison life advocates) versus anger and sadness over the 

perceived unnecessary slaughter of bison (for pro-bison life advocates).  However, the 

documents also revealed hidden reasons behind each party’s stance on the issue.   

Documents Supportive of Bison from Non-Indigenous Activists 

 All articles and documents drawn from websites or sources dedicated to the 

conservation of bison were predictably full of text allocated to the pro-bison category.  

Common themes identified in this category were “solution oriented,” “facts surrounding 

brucellosis transmission,”   “Anti-vaccination (hazing and quarantine) for bison,” and  

“respect for native species and biodiversity.” The latter three themes were often used as 

explanations or in support of solutions provided for limiting the fear surrounding 

brucellosis and stopping the hazing, quarantine, and slaughter of bison. 

 Solution centered documents, which included documents that focused on looking 

at new solutions for stopping the bison slaughter, were central to the individuals and 

groups in support of bison’s right to life.  The most common argument for stopping the 

slaughter was the fact that bison are virtually unable to transmit brucellosis to domestic 

cattle. 

  …Studies indicate that less than ten percent of the Yellowstone bison are 
presently infected with brucellosis.  Of these animals, only pregnant 
female bison have the biological capability to transmit the disease.  There 
has never been a documented case of brucellosis transmission from wild 
bison to domestic cattle.  (Yellowstone Buffalo Preservation Act 2010) 
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 This quote reiterated the point that was stated earlier in this thesis that even if a 

particular bison is infected with brucellosis, it is impossible for it to be transmitted unless 

the infected animal’s afterbirth or lactated milk is consumed by cattle.  Therefore it is 

only possible for a pregnant of lactating bison to transmit the disease under any 

circumstances.  Bulls, calves, and females who are not pregnant or lactating are unable to 

transmit brucellosis.  It is also important to note that even pregnant females are not able 

to transmit the disease at any time other than when they actually are in labor or have just 

birthed a calf. 

  …Domestic livestock grazing in the Greater Yellowstone area are 
vaccinated for brucellosis.  The vaccine is at least 75 percent effective.  
Vaccinated cattle and brucellosis infected bison have commingled in 
Grand Teton National Park for over 45 years without a single documented 
case of brucellosis transmission. (An excerpt from the Yellowstone 
Buffalo Preservation Act 2010) 

 
 
 Cattle surrounding the Park are vaccinated for brucellosis.  This vaccine has a 

75% effective rating which means that even if a cow were to ingest infected afterbirth 

from a bison, there would only be a 25% chance that the cow would contract the disease.  

It is virtually impossible for bison to transmit brucellosis to cattle, even in the rare chance 

that they are infected.  This is evidenced in the fact that there has never been a 

documented case of bison to cattle brucellosis transmission. 

Articles also focused on the problems with hazing, quarantine and vaccination as 

a method for brucellosis eradication.  Here are some examples of quotes from various 

sources.  
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It has been clear for some time now that the current Interagency Bison 
Management Plan is not working.  The GAO’s (Government 
Accountability Office) findings confirm this, along with the fact that both 
federal and state agencies could and should do much, much more to 
protect these magnificent animals while still safeguarding the cattle 
industry. (House Natural Resources Committee Chairman Nick J. Rahall 
(D-WV) 1996.) 

 
 Representatives from the Senate and Congress are also interested in the treatment 

of the Yellowstone bison.  Chairman Rahall, a Democrat from West Virginia, states that 

the Interagency Bison Management Plan is not an efficient method of dealing with 

problems related to brucellosis.  In fact, the current Plan is harming the bison and in 

extremely detrimental to the species since individual bison are being slaughtered for no 

real reason. 

  The type of quarantine proposed is specifically a technique for domestic 
livestock.  The quarantined buffalo will be subjected to human handling 
throughout the process and will receive supplemental feed.  They will be 
isolated from other members of the herd from which they learn techniques 
necessary for survival in the wild... In short, the buffalo that survive 
quarantine will be much like domestic buffalo and therefore will not 
benefit species conservation.  They will be like other captive herds, which 
would make a more suitable population for such a program. (Interagency 
Bison Management Plan 2000) 

It is particularly important to note that the bison kept in quarantine are subjected 

to handling and artificial care by human’s working at the quarantine facilities.  This 

interaction is not natural for bison and inhibits young bison from learning the skills 

needed to be released back into the wild and live a normal life.  As the quote suggests, At 

best, the quarantined bison can be released from the facility and placed in captivity with 

other domesticated bison.  Quarantine methods destroy the species by taking away their 
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ability to be wild.  Just as a domestic dog raised in a human home for four years could not 

be released into the wild, these captive bison will having difficulty surviving on the wild   

In addition to the above critiques that are raised through activist websites, there is 

one final one to consider, and that is this: If the goal is really the eradication of 

brucellosis, then why ONLY test those bison who leave the Park? Consider the following 

quote:  

  Under the Interagency Bison Management Plan, representatives of DOL 
try and haze the bison back into the park. If this is successful, nothing else 
is required. If the hazing is not successful, due to a number of factors - 
heavy snow or coverage, the bison traveling too far from the park, 
interference from protestors or activists - the bison are captured and tested 
for brucellosis. The bison that test pregnant or seropositive are sent to 
slaughter. The bison that test negative or seronegative and are not pregnant 
are released back onto public land. (Montana Department of Livestock 
website 2010) 

 This quote shows the process for one method of putting bison into quarantine 

facilities.  It also shows the absurdity of the methods used and how this method is 

illogical if the true reason for the quarantine is to prevent brucellosis. If species 

conservation were the concern, bison would need to be tested regardless of their 

geological location; this method exemplifies the tactic of only quarantining the bison if 

they leave the park boundaries.  

 The following statement from the Interagency Bison Management Plan Website 

(a site dedicated to the discontinuation of the Plan whish was sponsored and created by 

the government agencies involved in the Plan), shows that the reasoning used that bison 
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have superceded their carrying capacity is benign based on current evidence that shows 

that there is no real problems posed from a bison population above 3,000. 

  The justification for implementing the quarantine experiment is that the 
population currently exceeds 3,000, the IBMP target. However, this 
number is entirely arbitrary and is supposed to be subject to the adaptive 
management process. 3,000 is supposedly the number of bison that the 
agencies can manage effectively for spatial and temporal separation 
between wild bison and domestic cattle that may graze in the area. 
However, since implementation of the IBMP in 2001, the population has 
remained consistently over 3,000 and there has been no concern expressed 
by the agencies about managing for temporal and spatial separation.  
(Interagency Bison Management Plan Website 2010) 

  The current methods employed by the Montana Department of Livestock 
and cooperating agencies for capturing, testing and transporting bison lack 
a concern for the well being of bison in general and demonstrate the need 
for a specific protocol for the humane treatment of bison as wildlife. 
Current practices cause significant and unnecessary stress on captured 
animals. Operations typically involve running bison at an aggressive pace 
for more than ten miles to the Duck Creek trap using snowmobiles, horses, 
ATV’s, helicopters and cracker rounds. The bison enter the facility in fear 
and are then subjected to intensive handling by livestock agents who 
appear to demonstrate a particular zeal in using aggressive livestock 
techniques including excessive use of “hot shot” cattle prods and overhead 
activity.  (Interagency Bison Management Plan Website 2010) 

 The previous quote also demonstrated the damage done to bison who are forced 

into quarantine.  These facilities show little sympathy for the animals in distress and 

instead worsen the situation with unnecessary methods of discipline that are not effective 

ways of testing bison for brucellosis.  Bison are not subjected to such methods of sadism 

in the wild and are unable to process the situation. 

The agencies also suggested other reasons for the detrimental effects of bison 

quarantine and slaughter that were not focused on the bison as individuals but as 

members of the ecosystem.  Deep ecology states that bison deserve to live free lives 
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based on their intrinsic right as a sentient species.  However, this theory also believes in 

the validity of the intertwining of species in the ecosystem.  A prominent idea that 

popped up repeatedly in the texts was the respect for native species and biodiversity. 

  The so-called random shooting at the Montana border is actually 
eliminating or depleting entire maternal lineages, therefore this action will 
cause an irreversible crippling of the gene pool.  Continued removal of 
genetic lineages will change the genetic makeup of the herd, this will not 
represent the animal of 1910 or earlier.  It would be a travesty to have 
people look back and say we were ‘idiots’ for not understanding the gene 
pool.  (Templeton 1998) 

  Bison have the right to range on federal public land both inside and 
outside of Yellowstone National Park.  Bison are a native wildlife species 
in Montana and the West.  They are an American icon and a symbol of the 
United States Department of the Interior.  They deserve to be treated with 
respect and managed as native wildlife. (Yellowstone Buffalo Preservation 
Act 2010) 

The previous quote touches both on the bison’s intrinsic right to live wild lives 

but also on their role as a member of the web on interconnected species in the 

environment.  The following excerpt for the Interagency Bison Management Plan website 

also stressed the importance of biodiversity and genetic diversity for a health ecosystem. 

  The Yellowstone buffalo herd is unique.  Yellowstone Buffalo are the 
only buffalo with a continuous history of being wild and unfenced.  They 
are genetically unique, exhibiting the highest level of genetic diversity in 
buffalo in the world.  Actions which remove a very specific segment of the 
Yellowstone herd will have drastic impacts on the genetic diversity of 
targeted subpopulations. (Interagency Bison Management Plan website 
2010) 

 
 Documents suspicious of the IBMP, such as those on the websites of the Buffalo 

Field Campaign and the Intertribal Bison Cooperative often cited reasons other than fear 
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of brucellosis as the real reason behind the bison slaughter.   These documents suggested 

reasons for the bison treatment including competition over grazing land between the 

domestic cattle and wild bison herds as well as residual control over Indigenous tribes 

independence. 

 Representative Maurice Hinchey, a Democrat from New York, sponsored a 

prominent Act, the Yellowstone Buffalo Preservation Act, in 2005, which was designed 

to protect bison from slaughter and hazing.  The Act was designed to counteract the 

Interagency Bison Management Plan.  The Act has not been passed but many supporters 

of bison’s rights stand behind it and continue to lobby for its passing. 

  The truth is that the Montana livestock industry is using brucellosis as a 
front for the real reason they wish to exclude bison from Montana.  What 
it boils down to is access to grass.  Livestock producers, particularly those 
grazing on public land, are concerned that the addition of a large ungulate 
species would lessen the amount of grass available for their cattle. 
(Yellowstone Buffalo Preservation Act 2010) 

 Overall, the arguments in place that defend the bison’s right to a free and wild life 

based their reasons on the fact that brucellosis has never been transmitted by bison to 

cattle, that the IBMP is not a practical way to protect cattle from brucellosis, that the 

Yellowstone herd is worth preserving based on the specificity of genetic diversity that is 

present. Finally, they argue that the practice of hazing, quarantine and slaughter is cruel 

and unnecessary for any reason. 
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Documents Supportive of Bison from Indigenous Activists and Tribes 

Documents in support of bison rights located on websites of indigenous activists 

and groups consistently stressed the historical reasons for bison slaughter and the need to 

reinstate bison onto tribal land.  The Intertribal Bison Cooperative is one of the largest 

activist organizations currently fighting against government mandates on bison hazing, 

quarantine and slaughter.  Documents from the Cooperative support non-indigenous 

activists and suggests similar motives on why they believe the bison are being 

slaughtered; in addition they focus on education of indigenous peoples, health of tribes, 

and the importance of bison to indigenous people both historically and currently. 

Excerpts from documents posted on the Intertribal Bison Cooperative website show the 

majority of effort used for education and social support groups for Indigenous tribal 

members.  

  The role of ITBC, as established by its membership, is to act as a 
facilitator in coordinating education and training programs, developing 
marketing strategies, coordinating the transfer of surplus buffalo from 
national parks to tribal lands, and providing technical assistance to its 
membership.  (Intertribal Bison Cooperative Website 2010) 

  ITBC implemented a preventative health care initiative that educates 
Native American families about the benefits of grass fed buffalo meat in 
their daily diet. In conjunction with developing methods to make buffalo 
meat accessible to Native Americans as an economic development effort, 
ITBC has reintroduced Buffalo Meat into the diets of Native American 
populations to help fight diet related illnesses such as diabetes, high blood 
pressure, and heart disease. (Intertribal Bison Cooperative Website 2010) 

The previous quotes from Cooperative representative documents emphasize the group’s 

priorities, which are the wellbeing of tribal members and their right to have access to 
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indigenous animals such as bison.  The following excerpts show the Cooperative’s 

respect for different tribes cultural and spiritual attachment to the bison. 

  ITBC is committed to restoring bison to Tribal lands in a manner that 
promotes cultural enhancement, spiritual revitalization, ecological 
restoration and economic development, while remaining compatible with 
each member tribes’ traditional beliefs and practices.  (Intertribal Bison 
Cooperative Website 2010) 

The Intertribal Bison Cooperation is an agency that exists to promote the agency 

of Native tribes as well as that of the bison.  The previous quote from the ITBC website 

combines the two purposes of the group together to show how the two are interconnected.  

Deep ecology, which is used as a theoretical framework for this thesis, uses theology 

sprung from Native American logic that all species are interconnected.  Bison and 

American Indians have historically been closely connected.  Reinstating bison onto tribal 

land would serve to restore bison’s freedom to live wild lives while reinstating tribal 

agency and self-sustainability.  The current Interagency Bison Management plan 

interfered with the natural ecological web that ties species together.  Below, this 

viewpoint is reworded in another excerpt from the IBTC website.  It is important to fully 

understand the importance of the interconnection between beings to grasp what these 

activists are working towards.   

  The destruction of buffalo herds and the associated devastation to the 
tribes disrupted the self-sufficient lifestyle of Indian people more than all 
other federal policies to date. To reestablish healthy buffalo populations 
on tribal lands is to reestablish hope for Indian people. Members of Inter-
Tribal Bison Cooperative (ITBC) understood that reintroduction of the 
buffalo to tribal lands will help heal the spirit of both the Indian people 
and the buffalo.  (Intertribal Bison Cooperative Website 2010) 
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  1800's, the white-man recognized the reliance Indian tribes had on the 
buffalo. Thus began the systematic destruction of the buffalo to try to 
subjugate the western tribal nations. The slaughter of over 60 million 
buffalo left only a few thousand buffalo remaining. Without the buffalo, 
the independent life of the Indian people could no longer be maintained. 
The Indian spirit, along with that of the buffalo, suffered an enormous 
loss.  (Intertribal Bison Cooperative Website 2010) 

The Buffalo Field Campaign represents another (indigenous led?) group that 

prioritizes the restoration of Indian culture along with the livelihood of the Montana 

bison. As one of the largest activist groups involved in the Yellowstone controversy, the 

Buffalo Field Campaign is one of the more successful organizations when it comes to 

reaching out to recruit volunteers.  The Campaign has a demographic of both indigenous 

and non-indigenous members but puts indigenous rights and bison rights equally at the 

forefront of their organization.   

Both large organizations previously mentioned consistently work with smaller 

local groups who have the same goals and concerns regarding the treatment of the bison.  

However, the voices of Indigenous people are consistently silenced or ignored by 

government agencies.  The outrage at this is captured in this quote:  

  To Native Americans the buffalo represent the essence of their social, 
cultural, and spiritual identity and a relationship tens of thousands of years 
old. That the tribes haven't been allowed at the table where the ranchers, 
land managers, and politicians decide the fate of the buffalo reflects both 
the lack of wisdom and the utter disrespect of those in charge. Buffalo 
Field Campaign website 

This exclusion provides further reason for the Indian’s belief that the bison 

slaughter is not only an attack on the bison, but on all indigenous peoples, especially 

those who have historically relied on bison for livelihood.   
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The above quotes clearly document that Indigenous led or influenced 

organizations believe that bison are being killed or domesticated is a way that mirrors 

their own ancestral history.  The same ethnocentric philosophy used to destroy traditional 

Indian cultures peeks through current quarantine policy on wild bison.  The idea that 

domesticated animals are more useful and better than wild animals is not completely 

dissimilar than European views that their cultural norms were superior to the cultures 

ways of the Native American.  The situation with the bison is not identical to Indigenous 

people’s experience, but it is not difficult to find the similarities accounted for by 

activists. 

  Not only did the whites view the survival of buffalo as a means of 
perpetuating Native American life ways, they saw the buffalo as being 
incompatible with their dream of a Great Plains cattle culture. It was a 
simple matter of competition; as long as buffalo remained wild, they 
would out-compete the cattle for forage and stand as a living reminder to 
the uncivilized nature of the pre-conquest West. These undercurrents come 
to the surface in the following speech against a bill, which would have 
made it illegal for whites to kill buffalo. Buffalo Field Campaign website 

 
 The previous quote shows the motivation for the destruction of bison as a species 

throughout the United States history and also shows a parallel to the white man’s 

treatment of indigenous peoples.  Bison were competition for domestic cattle in the 

dream for a cattle rich western continent just as Indigenous people were in the way of 

creating a Europeans American settled west.   

  The argument, made by U.S. Representative Conger, was delivered in 
1874:  There is no law that Congress can pass that will prevent the 
buffalo from disappearing before the march of civilization. There is no law 
which human hands can write, there is no law which a Congress of men 
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can enact, that will stay the disappearance of these wild animals before 
civilization. They eat the grass. They trample upon the plains upon which 
our settlers desire to herd their cattle and their sheep. They range over the 
very pastures where the settlers keep their herds of cattle. They destroy the 
pasture. They are as uncivilized as the Indian. 1874, U.S. Representative 
Conger. (Buffalo Field Campaign website 2010) 

  The Government saw the Native American's strong relationship with the 
buffalo. They figured that if they killed the buffalo, the Native Americans 
would surrender their lands and become a "civilized people". The military 
was ordered to kill the buffalo to deny Native Americans food. They 
believed they could do more to harm Native Americans faster by hiring 
buffalo hunters, than by using the army itself.  (Intertribal Bison 
Cooperative website 2010) 

The previous quotes from the Buffalo Field Campaign demonstrate viewpoints 

held by indigenous and non-indigenous activists alike and are representative of the 

argument that bison are slaughtered as a method of destroying Indian cultures, 

independence, and to some extent their very lives.  Another aspect of this argument relies 

on the silencing of Indigenous voices in the public debates or information publicly 

distributed regarding the treatment of the bison in Yellowstone valley.   

Government Brucellosis Eradication 

 Documents used from government sources tended to be less concerned with 

problems and concerns with current IBMP protocols, and more interested in eradicating 

brucellosis from the states that surround Yellowstone National Park.  They also place 

emphasis on the number of bison currently living in Yellowstone National Park and state 

that the herd number is a prominent reason for the fear of bison transmitting brucellosis 

to domestic cattle.  They reason that excess bison cause the herd to travel outside of the 

park and on to public land that is used for private cattle grazing.  However, government 
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documents also state that heavy ice and snow forced bison out of the park in search of 

food and would have regardless of the size of the herd.  This is evident in the following 

quote from the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service’s public website. 

  During the winter of 1996-97, with the herd population at record levels, 
the limited forage in YNP was covered with record levels of ice and snow.  
As a result, larger numbers of bison moved to areas outside the park 
looking for food; 1,079 bison that exited the Park were shot or sent to 
slaughter.  An additional 1,300 or more bison starved to death inside the 
park. (APHIS website 2010) 

Although the winter of 1996-97 was unusually cold, winter in Yellowstone Valley 

consistently forces bison herds out of the park in search of food. 

Regardless of the acknowledgement of bison’s need to find food during the winter 

months, the Montana Department of Livestock, an affiliated department with APHIS, 

continually uses the argument that increased herd size increases the risk of bison 

transmitting brucellosis to domestic cattle. 

  The DOL (Department of Livestock) is working to prevent transmission 
of brucellosis from the bison that migrate into Montana, not to eliminate 
the herd.  According to a ruling in federal court based on expert testimony, 
580 bison are required to maintain genetic integrity in the YNP bison herd.  
Today there are approximately 3,000 bison in Yellowstone National Park.  
Approximately fifty percent of the YNP bison herd test positive for 
brucellosis.  (MDOL website 2010) 

  According to the IBMP, if the YNP bison population is greater than 
3,000, bison may be removed without testing.  The YNP bison population 
has exceeded 3,000 since November 2001.  (MDOL website 2010) 

 Both the Montana Department of Livestock and the Animal and Plant Health 

Inspection Service cited fear of brucellosis transmission as the number one reason for the 

Interagency Bison Management Plan that was put in place in 2000. 
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Their documents stressed the consequences of brucellosis once an ungulate or 

human has contracted it.  Nowhere in any of the documents is it stated that bison have 

ever transmitted brucellosis to cattle, in fact the opposite is clearly written.   

  Approximately fifty percent of the bison in Yellowstone National Park 
have the disease called brucellosis, which threatens Montana’s livestock 
industry and human health.  The Interagency Bison Management Plan 
(IMBP) was developed by five state and federal agencies to reduce the risk 
of transmission of brucellosis from bison to cattle; preserve a viable, wild 
population of Yellowstone bison; protect private property; and 
maintaining Montana’s brucellosis-free status.  The IBMP was signed by 
representatives of all five agencies in December 2000.  The IBMP has 
been successful in that the Yellowstone bison population has grown to 
over 4,200, transmission of the disease from bison to cattle has not 
occurred, and Montana has maintained its brucellosis-free status.  (MDOL 
website 2010) 

 

  Brucellosis has caused devastating losses to farmers in the United States 
over the last century.  It has cost the Federal Government, the States, and 
the livestock industry billions of dollars in direct losses and the cost of 
efforts o eliminate the disease.  Brucellosis causes abortions, infertility, 
and lowered milk production in cattle and bison and is transmittable to 
human in undulant fever.  In people, the disease causes severe flu like 
symptoms that can last for months or years.  Treatment in humans is not 
always successful.  Moreover, treatment is not successful in animals. 
(APHIS Website 2010) 

 Government calculation has not stated reasoning strong enough to support the 

IBMP.  The methods used are not substantiated by need or safety of animal or human 

health.  Based on the well known fact that vaccinations for domestic cattle exist and have 

higher effective rates then vaccinations used on bison, government arguments that 

brucellosis is unstoppable when contracted by cattle and will spread through the herd is 

based on unsubstantiated evidence.  In addition, the concern placed on human safety is 

unnecessary considering the legal mandate on all milk sold from cattle ranchers to be 
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pasteurized which completely eliminates any threat of brucellosis transmission from milk 

consumption.  
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CHAPTER 6 
 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This study employed a grounded theory approach to the examination of current 

policies affecting the Yellowstone Bison. Qualitative techniques were employed to 

capture the contextual framework of complexities involved in the issue.  Examination of 

public documents was used to provide insight.   

Discussion 

The findings of this study reveal the intricacies that have gone into the current 

social framing of the Yellowstone bison, brucellosis and the Montana Cattle Industry.  

The Interagency Bison Management Plan focuses on brucellosis as the primary reason for 

quarantine and slaughter of bison.  This reasoning is carried forward when the IBMP also 

states that increased herd population will increase the risk of transmission as it will bring 

greater densities of bison into contact with more cattle. What is striking is the lack of 

acknowledgment of scientific information that asserts that brucellosis would be almost 

impossible to be transmitted from bison to cattle.  

  Those with contrasting opinions state that there is virtually no possibility of 

brucellosis transmission between bison and cattle; this argument counters the  

government management plans theoretical basis for existence.  Furthermore, those who 

dissent from the IBMP also refute the proposition that the Yellowstone bison have 

surpassed their carrying capacity.  
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 Instead activist groups and Scholars such as Bienen and Tabor (2006) and Franke 

(2005), and I, argue that governmental action taken to either slaughter or domesticate 

bison is based on a need for control of natural resources in the pursuit of capital gain, as 

well as a continuation of indigenous genocide and disempowerment.  Ecosocialism would 

suggest that bison are being killed on the basis of their current inability to provide 

monetary rewards to the state, federal government, or owners of big industries.  In order 

to serve a role in a capitalist society they must provide resources for capital growth, if 

they are unable to do this, they are not a useful part of the system.  Current treatment of 

bison is accepted based on the dominant anthropocentric view, which accepts humans as 

the most important beings.  Anthropocentrism as the dominant ideology is key in 

understanding the justification for the treatment of the bison.   

 It is through anthropocentrism that bison are seen as  not worth saving based on 

their non-human status.  Following this, the bison are seen as burdensome to the human 

population based on their inability to contribute to the human politico-economic process.  

Since bison are not seen as worthy of consideration due to their species status and are not 

animals used by humans to promote their needs, bison are seen as problematic and 

needed to be either transformed into animals that serve human needs or else eradicated.  

Because of this the Interagency Bison Management Plan works to eradicate all bison that 

pose a threat to cattle ranchers by creating competition for cattle’s grass consumptions 

and to domesticate all bison that have the possibility of entering the human market.   
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 Bison who test positive for brucellosis are sent to slaughter; no other possibility of 

life is presented.  Those who test negative are given two options.  Those who are older 

are sent back into the wild, whereas younger bison are put in quarantine.  The official 

justification is that young bison do not always show positive result until they are up to 

four years old and it would be unsafe to release them into the wild carrying brucellosis.  

However, this reasoning process is illogical.  The cost of housing bison for up to four 

years is extremely high and seems counterintuitive to capitalist ideology.  At second 

glance this is not true.  By domesticating all young bison that can be incorporated into the 

capitalist industry, the IBMP is creating a new product that could be sold in the future.  

Killing off those who are too old to be domesticated also fits with this plan.  This was 

historically shown with the original bison domestication plans in the late 1800s and early 

1900s when it was realized that young bison are much easier to deal with than older 

bison.    

 In addition to transitioning bison from wild to domesticated in hope for market 

rewards, the Interagency Bison Management Plan further ignores the interests of local 

Indian tribes.  As I demonstrated with experts from Indigenous activist groups above, the 

slaughter that the bison are facing today shares many similarities to the historical 

attempted genocide of the Indian people. White men used the dual practices of killing 

Indians and forcing European cultural ideals on to those who survived.  Currently bison 

are killed or forced into domestication, the same role that is filled by the domestic, 

European cattle.  The Interagency Bison Management Plan continues the tradition of “kill 

or conquer” that has been used throughout the history of the relationships between white 
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settlers and Indians.  Bison are a victim of slaughter and quarantine, but they are also 

used as a weapon against Indigenous peoples.  

Conclusion 

 Research shows capitalism has a detrimental effect on the natural environment 

(O’Connor 1994).  Because capitalism, by definition, relies on economic growth and 

market capital to exist, nature is allocated a monetary value and treated as a resource for 

human consumption.  Anthropocentric beliefs also lead to destruction of ecological health 

since human desire is put above all other needs. Deep ecology pushes for the symbiotic 

understating by humans that we are only one part of the ecosystem.  Ecosocialism states 

that it is our anthropocentric belief that we are above nature mixed with a capitalist 

economic system that leads to destruction of wild lands and species.  These two 

ideologies combined promote the groundwork for the destruction of wild lands and the 

depletion of species.   

 In the case of the Yellowstone bison, there is an obvious push towards protocol 

and propositions that place monetary gain over the life and health of the bison involved.  

This is anthropocentric in nature and destructive to the holistic interconnection of species 

in the ecosystem.  However, dominant ideology and a capital economic system promotes 

this position.  This is demonstrated in the documents presented by the government 

agencies websites that were coded as well as in the assumptions placed by those opposing 

the bison quarantine.  Examples of this are evident on the APHIS website which are 

quoted in the Results section of this thesis, where market losses in the cattle business are 
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referenced as a reason for the need to eradicate bison from the vicinity of the cattle.  The 

cattle industry takes advantage of the public grazing land that is available for wildlife as 

well as livestock and uses the excuse of brucellosis as a method to convince the public 

that bison are a threat.   

 Opposing groups in support of the bison’s right to live freely also mention 

continually that the competition over grasslands is the real problem, not the threat of 

brucellosis.  In addition, historical (and current day) racism against indigenous tribes in 

the area has led to the promotion of bison genocide in order to gain control over 

indigenous peoples.   

 In a capitalist driven society, it is impossible for bison to gain the rights that they 

deserve; to live freely and in the wild without human intervention other than a low 

percentage of hunting by indigenous peoples.  As was shown in the conceptual 

framework of Chapter Three, the bison are not used to make money and therefore, from a 

capitalist perspective, either need to be transformed into domestic livestock or 

exterminated to eliminate completion for domestic cattle.   

 Dominant capitalist economic practices must be completely abandoned in order 

for the bison to remain wild.  Since bison are not capable of creating the monetary gain of 

cattle, they will never be prioritized in a capitalist society based solely on the definition 

of capitalism.  Lowy (2002) explained that partial reform is useless in terms of societal 

change and capitalisms.  Theorists and scholars who support ecosocilaist thought (Kovel 

2007, O’Connor 2004, Clark 2001) argue that capitalism needs to be overturned before 

environmental health can be obtained.  As long as the dominant system in place places 
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money at the topic of their hierarchy or priorities, the bison will continue to suffer and 

those who work to assist the bison and rally against current policies will continue to lose 

and eventually will fail completely.   

 Ecosocialism is also supported by Indigenous activists’ viewpoints on the bison’s 

extermination attempts.  In order to reintroduce bison to tribal land and end the forced 

pacification of many Indian tribes by government agencies, money must be removed 

from its role as the most principal goal of all things.   

The plight of the Yellowstone bison in only one in the mass chain of animals who 

have become extinct at the hands of those in power who seek an expanding market over 

the survival of species.  As Marx (1992) wrote in Capital (1867), “Every stage in the 

development of capitalist agriculture, each short-term advance in fertility, represents at 

the same time a stage in the destruction of the long-term basis of this fertility (p 366).  
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