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Abstract
The return of gray wolves (Canis lupus) to the Northern Rocky Mountain (NRM) region of the United
States since the 1990s is often hailed as a conservation success story. However, this success has not
been without controversy, including the pervasive idea that the ‘wrong’ wolf was reintroduced from
Canada. The claim that so-called ‘Canadian super-wolves’ are a non-native and hyper-violent subspe-
cies is then utilized to justify violence against and lethal control of wolf populations and to stymie con-
servation efforts. Within the field of taxonomy, delineating between subspecies is complicated and
fraught, especially in the case of canids’ messy genetic lineages. Yet opposition today is frequently
couched in terms of biological non/belonging through an appeal to nativeness. Using a political eco-
logical analysis, this paper interrogates the ‘Canadian super-wolf’ discourse as biologically misleading
but also a reflection of broader political-economic anxieties and regional transformations. While asser-
tions of wolf impacts on livestock production and elk populations in the NRM do not hold up to
empirical scrutiny, an eye toward scale and geographical context helps explain the durability of such
claims. We argue that understanding the narrative of ‘Canadian super-wolves’ necessitates engagement
with the particular context to which wolves have returned – the ‘New West,’ in its cultural and pol-
itical-economic dimensions – and the ways in which they are enrolled in broader social struggles.
Wolves have been made into a monstrous, invading threat – shorthand and scapegoat for anxieties
surrounding land use, rural livelihoods, and identity – one subject to a nativist reaction with roots
in settler colonialism and ideas of wilderness. We conclude that the wolf question is fundamentally
social and ideological, and that understanding its dynamics as inextricably material and meaningful high-
lights the value of critical and transdisciplinary attention to human-wildlife conflict and conservation.
Content Warning: Contains an image of a dead wolf held by a hunter (Figure 4).
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Introduction
The return of gray wolves (Canis lupus; hereafter C.l.) to the U.S. Northern Rocky Mountain
(NRM) region presents an emblematic instance of human-wildlife conflict and a politically con-
tested challenge for contemporary wildlife management. Anti-wolf sentiment in the American
West has largely been framed around the impacts of predation on livestock and wild game species,
yet is also linked with anxieties surrounding regional transformations and perceived threats to live-
lihood (Martin, 2021b; Richardson, 2022; Urbigkit, 2008). Pro-wolf voices have frequently chal-
lenged these concerns, pointing to the relatively minor impacts of wolf return at the sectoral
level, the steady increase in regional elk populations, as well as wolves’ ecotourism benefits and
ecological value in landscape scale restoration (Beggen and York, 2025; Kareiva et al., 2022;
Ripple et al., 2025). However, polarization and antagonism continue – some 30 years since wolves’
return to the region and seemingly disproportionate to their material impacts – highlighting the
ongoing need for social science attention to the thorny ‘human dimensions’ of wolf management
(Baruch-Mordo et al., 2009; Bruskotter and Shelby, 2010; Young et al., 2015).

There is a pernicious belief in the NRM that wolves captured and released from Canada1 are a
distinct subspecies, larger and more aggressive than their historical predecessors in the region. The
descendants of reintroduced wolves have been referred to as the ‘Canadian super-wolf,’ ‘weapons
of mass destruction,’ and ‘wildlife terrorists’ (Fawn, 2011; Hatch, 2016; Polley, 2025; Ring, 2008;
Urbigkit, 2008), suggesting that they are a non-native and/or invasive species, and invoking a xeno-
phobic dimension to anti-wolf opposition. As one former U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS)
wolf recovery coordinator observed, ‘anybody that calls ‘em ‘Canadian wolves’ are anti-wolf.’
Here we interrogate the social construction of the ‘Canadian super-wolf,’ analyzing a prominent
regional discourse that has thus far remained under-examined in the academic literature.

A growing body of research has engaged the human dimensions of wildlife conflict and coexist-
ence (Clark et al., 2005; Frank et al., 2019; Woodroffe et al., 2005), challenging the premise that
management decisions are solely influenced by natural science and ecological factors (Anderson,
2021; Artelle et al., 2018; Eichler and Baumeister, 2018). More recently, scholars have also explored
the political dimensions of such questions, through insights from political ecology (Fletcher et al.,
2023; Margulies and Karanth, 2018; Martin, 2024), and intersecting with work from critical animal
geographies and engagements with settler colonialism, raising questions of where species belong and
who decides (Beggen and York, 2025; Emel, 1995; Philo and Wilbert, 2000; Sidhu et al., 2026).
Wolves present a rich example of polarizing wildlife conflict given their historical and symbolic
associations (Lopez, 1978; Marvin, 2012; Wilson, 1997): one of ‘surplus antagonism,’ in which
opposition appears to far exceed adverse economic impacts (Martin, 2020; 2024; Ortner, 2006),
and a parallel process in which advocates often overplay the benefits of wolf recovery (Mech,
2012; Middleton, 2014). Furthermore, as wolves are enrolled in national level ‘culture wars,’ debates
surrounding their management are difficult to separate from broader regional divides and political
discourse (Martin, 2021a; Swette et al., 2023; Wuerthner, 2020).

Through a lens informed by political ecology, science and technology studies, and the environ-
mental humanities, we explore here the discursive figure of the ‘Canadian super-wolf’ in order to
investigate broader dynamics of wildlife enrollment in political struggles. We argue that the wolf
question is best understood as a social phenomenon, serving alternatively as a metaphor for immi-
gration and a proxy for regional socio-economic anxieties. ‘Canadian super-wolf’ discourse draws

2 EPE: Nature and Space 0(0)



our attention to the articulation of conservation with settler colonial legacies (Gillespie and
Narayanan, 2020) and the persistence of nativeness arguments within conservation itself
(Robbins and Moore, 2013; van Eeden et al., 2025). Although usually dismissed by wolf propo-
nents (as in the quote above), the question of non/belonging highlights taxonomic ambiguity and
the unavoidable politics of science. Opponents, who elsewhere express distrust of science, ironic-
ally invoke subspecies taxonomy to contest wolves’ legitimacy in place, thereby turning an argu-
ably native animal into a monstrous foreign invader and even a ‘terrorist.’ Such moves ‘biologize’
geopolitical borders, even as science itself increasingly dissolves the boundaries being policed. Yet
these discursive moves are predicated on the durable appeal to nature within conservation as a pre-
sumed neutral justification of policy, which hinders the ability of conservationists to effectively
contest anti-wolf opposition.

This case study of the so-called ‘terrorist’ ‘Canadian super-wolf’ adds to a growing literature
concerning the intersection of animality, race, and settler colonialism (Beggen and York, 2025;
Gillespie and Narayanan, 2020; Kim, 2015). In what follows, we lay out the history of wolf return
and subsequent conflict in relation to the unsettled science and popular understandings of tax-
onomy, the regional history of settler colonialism, and related debates over nativeness and non/
belonging. We then turn to a critical engagement with wolf conflict in the region – informed by
our author team’s respective experience working on these questions across Canada and the U.S.
– exploring how the framing of wolves as non-native or invasive articulates with racialized dis-
course, contemporary economic fears, and other socio-political anxieties related to wolf return.
We conclude by examining the implications of this analysis for future research regarding the socio-
political dimensions of wildlife management, with the aim of informing effective conservation
practice amid the polarization of our times.

Background

Restoration and return
Wolves were once among the most widely distributed species in North America, but were extir-
pated across much of their former range over the 19th and early 20th centuries (Fogleman,
1989; Mech and Boitani, 2010; Smith and Bangs, 2009). In colonial America, removal of wolves
was linked to European socio-cultural fears stemming from their mythologized representation as
menacing, dangerous, and evil, as well as the perceived threat they posed to livestock and game
species (Donalson, 2006; Emel, 1995; Fogleman, 1989; Jones, 2010; Pluskowski, 2006; Wise,
2016). Rutherford (2022) demonstrates how sensationalist accounts framed wolves as an existential
threat to the burgeoning expansion of economic activities on the colonial ‘frontier.’ Like other
predatory species, wolves were viewed as an impediment to colonialism and incompatible with set-
tler land uses such as ranching and homesteading – solidifying their construction as villainous inter-
lopers and impediments to nation building, and making them a target for destruction (Beggen and
York, 2025; Coleman, 2008; Smalley, 2017; Wise, 2016).

State-sponsored bounty programs saw wolves shot and trapped by both state agents and the pub-
lic across much of North America (Beggen and York, 2025; Smith and Bangs, 2009; Wise, 2016).
Poison followed, with strychnine-laced carcasses used to great effect during the nineteenth century,
alongside the slaughter of bison across the Great Plains and prairies (Emel, 1995; Jones, 2010;
Wise, 2016). In the U.S., the work of ‘wolfers’ was eventually professionalized through the estab-
lishment of the Bureau of Biological Survey, a precursor of the USFWS – a likely factor in the suc-
cessful extirpation of wolves in the U.S. vis-à-vis Canada, which never moved beyond the bounty
system (Rutherford, 2022). While it is unclear how many wolves were killed during the coloniza-
tion of the West, estimates suggest several hundreds of thousands (Leonard et al., 2005); by the
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1930s, wolves had been extirpated from nearly all their historic range in the U.S., barring remnant
populations in Alaska and the Great Lakes region (Bangs and Fritts, 1996; Lopez, 1978; Smith and
Bangs, 2009).

Public attitudes toward wolves began to shift over the century, however, alongside settler nos-
talgia for ‘untamed wilderness’ and in favor of conservation (Mech, 1970; Rutherford, 2022; Van
Horn, 2012). Increasing scientific interest and understanding of wolf behavior and ecology dis-
pelled some long-held assumptions about wolves and their ecological un/importance. The elk popu-
lation in the NRM region had grown to an ecologically unsustainable level following wolf removal
and policy limiting intrusive management (Leopold et al., 1963; Wagner et al., 2006; Weaver,
1978). Additionally, the ESA (87 Statute 884, Public Law 93-205, December 27, 1973) established
a legal mandate to protect and restore endangered species, with wolves among the first to be added
to the legislation in 1974. While wolves had also begun the process of naturally recolonizing the
NRM by the early 1980s, they had failed to establish a permanent population in the region
(Bangs and Fritts, 1996; Fritts et al., 1997; Smith and Bangs, 2009). Although the National Park
Service (NPS) and managers with the USFWS faced several early roadblocks, following decades
of planning and political negotiations wolves were finally reintroduced from Canada in the
mid-1990s. Thirty-one wolves were captured in British Columbia and Alberta and released in
Yellowstone National Park and central Idaho in 1995 and 1996 (Bangs and Fritts, 1996; Fischer,
1995; Fritts et al., 2001; Smith and Bangs, 2009).

As wolves expanded in numbers and range over the subsequent years, pressure mounted for ESA
delisting and for management to be handed over to the states. Yet as wolves have returned to land-
scapes from which they have been absent for decades, so too has socio-political conflict in shared
landscapes (Clark et al., 2005; Nie, 2002; 2003; Wilson, 1997). An emblematic instance of human-
wildlife conflict (Frank et al., 2019; Woodroffe et al., 2005), wolf issues are largely framed around
the threat of predation on livestock and wild game species, yet also bound up with broader regional
anxieties that appear to extend far beyond the animal itself. Thus while wolf recovery has been often
hailed as a conservation success story, even attaining a mythic status in the public imagination
(Mech, 2012), attitudes remain uneven, with significant and persistent anti-wolf animosity –
‘wolf wars’ (Fischer, 1995) – across the NRM (Figure 1).

On the more extreme end, conspiracy theories abound surrounding reintroduction, including
often hyperbolic discussions of the effects of wolf return on rural livelihoods and safety, and argu-
ments for wolf removal (legally or illegally; Figure 2). Such articulations are commonplace across
the range of geographies to which wolves are returning, either through reintroduction or
in-migration. In Norway and France, for instance, rumors around clandestine government and
environmentalist reintroduction of wolves are widespread among those who suffer their depreda-
tions (Skogen et al., 2008). In Greece, Theodorakea and von Essen (2016) note that, in addition
to being secretly released, these wolves are thought to be genetically impure hybrids. Komi
(2025) illustrates how hunters and advocacy organizations have amplified the rumor that wolves
in Finland are wolf-dog hybrids of Russian origins while wolves in Norway have Latvian roots.
These authors, along with many others working in the European context, see these narratives as
a form of popular cultural resistance whereby feelings of marginalization – around lost economic
opportunities, changing lifestyles, and intrusion by outside state forces – are displaced onto bodies
of wolves (Skogen et al., 2008; Skogen and Krange, 2003; von Essen, 2015; compare Martin et al.,
2025 on similar dynamics across cases in the American West).

Taxonomy, nativeness, and (non)belonging
A frequent element of such discussions is the idea of the ‘Canadian super-wolf,’ the argument that
reintroduced animals and their descendants represent a fundamentally distinct subspecies from
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those that previously populated the NRM region. This narrative frames wolves as ‘invaders’ and
even ‘terrorists,’ and has proliferated in populist discourse in the region and across social media
(Hatch, 2016; Polley, 2025; Sidhu et al., 2026; Urbigkit, 2008), even being used as a political

Figure 1. Montana anti-wolf protests, 1991–1996. Images from Yellowstone National Park’s Photo
Collection (public domain). Signs read: (A) ‘MONTANA / WILDLIFE / Worth Watching? / You won’t if / the
WOLF / co[mes] back!’; ‘Don’t LEt / Wolves / Do OuR / Hunting’; ‘$ $ / Who Pays / [F]or Problem / [cut
off]’; ‘MONTANA / Bureaucratic Laboratory / OR / [cut off]’; (B) ‘GET Off this / RAILROAD / Job…NOW!’;
‘Yellowstone / was NEVER / home to / the Wolf’; ‘HEAR the BLOODY / Scream of WILDLIFE / and / FIGHT
WOLF / REINTRODUCTION.’.
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tool to halt more recent reintroduction efforts in Colorado (Gruver, 2025; Hatch, 2016; Polley,
2025). While frequently dismissed out of hand by scientists and conservationists, as seen in the
quote in the introduction, the question of wolf non/belonging in the NRM presents a complex pol-
itical ecological question bound up with the ambiguities of taxonomy and the history of settler
colonialism.

Taxonomy is a messy business. While understood colloquially as both authoritative and settled,
taxonomy is an evolving field of science, one that constructs, renders legible, and calcifies species
divides, operating as a form of ‘ontological governance’ of life (and indeed nonlife) (Povinelli,
2016). While the species concept itself is ‘deeply ambiguous,’ with debates among morphological,
phylogenetic, and ecological strands (Agapow et al., 2004: 162; see also Wilkins and Doak, 2009),
taxonomy is powerful precisely because the political orientations of classification are obscured.
Taxonomy, then, is more than a straightforward biological classification; instead, it can operate
as a form of politics by other means (Bowker and Starr, 2000; Latour, 1993). The delineation of
subspecies is even trickier, with the development and recognition of such categorizations charac-
terized by historical contingency and subjectivity (Cronin et al., 2015). Nonetheless, the way
that taxonomy is deployed as a form of truth can authorize all sorts of conservation or annihilation
discourses and interventions, especially if species are seen as invasive, hybrid, or outside their his-
torically identified range – all the while appearing fundamentally apolitical (Mitchell, 2016;
Probyn-Rapsey, 2016; van Eeden et al., 2025).2

Figure 2. Anti-wolf bumper stickers (originally from gunshirts.com (above), and smokeapackaday.com
(below), reproduced under Fair Use). Text reads: (A) ‘SHOOT. SHOVEL. SHUT UP’; (B) ‘SUPPORT YOUR /
LOCAL RANCHER’; (C) ‘SAVE OUR ELK / SHOOT A WOLF’; and (D) ‘SMOKE A PACK A DAY /
IDAHO.’ ‘Shoot, shovel, and shut up,’ also known as the ‘3-S’ treatment, refers to the illegal and clandestine
lethal removal of animals, often framed in terms of the defense of community, livelihood, and/or property
(compare Griffin et al., 2019; Jacoby, 2003; Thompson, 2013 [1975]). Wolf poaching was more frequently
discussed in the NRM prior to federal delisting and the expansion of public hunting and lethal control by state
management agencies.
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Nowhere is the slipperiness of taxonomy clearer than in what wolf biologist L. David Mech
(2011) has termed ‘Canis lupus soupus.’ The science of wolf taxonomy remains distinctly unsettled
(Chambers et al., 2012; Cronin et al., 2015; Rutledge et al., 2010; Way and Lynn, 2016; Weckworth
et al., 2015), with complex and messy genetic lineages that include gray, red, arctic, Mexican,
coastal, and brush wolves (actually coyotes, Canis latrans). The mass killing of wolves in both
the U.S. and Canada led to even more genetic mixing, as wolves turned to coyotes as potential
mates. As a result, we have seen the emergence of ‘coywolves’ or eastern coyotes (Canis latrans
var.), a hybrid of primarily wolf and coyote, with some dog genes in the mix (Flores, 2016;
Rutherford, 2018).

This genetic complexity is further complicated by scientific debates over the number of wolf
subspecies. Hall’s (1981) morphological research found 24 distinct wolf subspecies in North
America, a number that has steadily been revised downward, yet which still holds cultural and pol-
itical currency. Nowak (1995) revised the figure to five, and laid the foundation for delineating geo-
graphic boundaries for each subspecies. Most pertinent to the narrative of the ‘Canadian
super-wolf’ are C.l. occidentalis (Northwestern), which inhabited south central Alberta into the
Northwest Territories and the Yukon, C.l. irremotus (NRM), which also inhabited south-central
Alberta while expanding across Montana, Idaho, and Wyoming, and C.l. nubilus (Plains), which
inhabited southern Saskatchewan, northeastern Montana, and the American Great Plains.
Relevant, too, is the often-debated eco-geographical ‘Bergmann’s rule,’ which suggests that larger
animals within a species are found in colder (and thus higher-latitude) environments – indicating a
broad trend toward greater size in wolves from more northern climes (Ashton et al., 2000; McNab,
1971; Meiri and Dayan, 2003; on wolves specifically, see Geist, 1987 and Meiri et al., 2007).

The debate in the literature now also encapsulates the issue of subspecies and geographic distri-
butions. C.l. irremotus was collapsed by Nowak (1995) into C.l. nubilus, while all wolves in south-
central Alberta were reclassified as C.l. occidentalis. Wolves who lived in the northern reaches of
Montana and across Western Canada were classified as occidentalis, while wolves who lived in the
United States were classified as nubilus. While Nowak’s delineation of subspecies is generally
accepted, issues pertaining to geographic boundaries and the interspecies variation is the subject
of greater debate (Chambers et al., 2012; Cronin et al., 2015; Gonzalez-Bernal et al., 2022;
Weckworth et al., 2015). A growing body of scholarship argues that defining species’ geographic
boundaries are fraught with numerous challenges, limiting the accuracy of any such efforts. This is
especially the case with highly mobile and adaptable wolves, which complicate the assertion of geo-
graphical (much less geopolitical) boundedness as the marker of subspecies categorization; indeed,
there are intergrading zones in which multiple subspecies of wolves can and do live (Chambers
et al., 2012; González-Bernal et al., 2022). More recent literature also suggests that occidentalis’
range includes western Canada and the northwestern United States (González-Bernal et al.,
2022). Perhaps most important to this argument is that there is no evidence to suggest that occiden-
talis did not previously inhabit the northwestern United States prior to reintroduction and that nubi-
lus did not live in central Alberta, as some writers have claimed (Urbigkit, 2008). Rather than rooted
in scientific evidence around subspecies range, the discourse of the ‘Canadian super-wolf’ draws
instead on more flexible (and socio-political) ideas of (non)nativeness and (non)belonging.

The notion that (sub)species belong to particular places rather than others has proved culturally
enduring. This should perhaps be unsurprising given the ways in which a historically and culturally
contingent ‘native-introduced dichotomy’ underwrites the policy and practice of much of the North
American model of conservation (van Eeden et al., 2025: 2), with ‘the distinction… a core guideline
principle’ in conservation biology (Davis et al., 2011: 153). This categorization is rooted in the
notion that historical range and an absence of human intervention in species movement defines
which species belong where. As van Eeden, et al. point out, however, biotic nativeness often
imputes value, particularly in Western conservation, with nativeness conceived of as an unalloyed
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good. Wildlife labeled through an imprecise and ill-defined lexicon as invasive, alien, exotic, intro-
duced, or otherwise out of place (Chew and Hamilton, 2011; Hall, 2003) are often singled out for
removal from the ‘natural’ landscape, obscuring broader political and economic factors associated
with these public policy decisions. Yet as Davis, et al. point out, ‘nativeness is not a sign of evo-
lutionary fitness or of a species having positive effects’ (2011: 153). Indeed, the assumption that
introduced species have an automatically deleterious effect on ecosystems is belied by evidence
that points to their frequent positive impacts, especially around ecosystem services (Davis et al.,
2011; Mascaro et al., 2012; Sax et al., 2022).

The relevance of the non/native socio-cultural construction further loses coherence if we consider
species movement alongside the ecological changes wrought by the Anthropocene (Hill and Hadly,
2018; Warren, 2023). Political ecologists have long asserted that nature separate from culture is a fic-
tion, noting there have, since our species’ arrival, never been ‘pure’ natures untouched by humans
(Castree and Braun, 2003; Harvey, 1996; Smith, 2010 [1984];Williams, 1980). Efforts to establish eco-
logical baselines are thus murky at best, even as they serve as the basis of much ecological restoration.
Such efforts are further complicated by the acceleration of ecosystem change: climate change, ocean
acidification, urbanization, habitat fragmentation, and mega-fires, among other earth-reshaping pro-
cesses, have remade much of the earth into ‘hybrid’ or ‘novel’ ecosystems (Hobbs et al., 2006,
2009, 2014; Marris, 2011; Schläppy and Hobbs, 2019), comprised of species combinations with no
historical referent. These conditions amplify the inseparability of nature and culture, giving further cre-
dence to calls to rethink the non/native divide in conservation management (Davis et al., 2011; Karieva
et al., 2017; van Eeden et al., 2025).

Despite this, much of the popular resistance to wolves introduced to the NRM region is expressed in
terms of the nonnativeness of C.l. occidentalis – a framing that works, arguably, because such concepts
remain in ongoing use within ecology. The so-called ‘Canadian wolf’ is popularly described as a larger,
stronger, more aggressive, and importantly foreign subspecies, one that does not belong in the United
States (Figure 3). Such narratives emerged initially with the reintroduction of wolves to Idaho and
Yellowstone National Park in 1995 and 1996 on the basis of their actual relocation from Canada.
These wolves were selected for reintroduction to the NRM because of their similar ecology – they
came from the northern Canadian stretch of the same mountain range, and had similar prey sources
to ungulate species in the recolonization zone (Fritts et al., 2001).

Diane Boyd, a wildlife biologist who has researched gray wolves since the 1970s, succinctly
summarizes the tenor of this concern: ‘Cries went out that these reintroduced super-wolves weighed
175 pounds and had eight canine teeth – and they were very dangerous because the most aggressive
wolves had been selected for reintroduction, so they would survive no matter what’ (2024: 171).
Such framing is exemplified by the rhetoric of the late Ron Gillett, former director of the Idaho
Anti-Wolf Coalition, who sported the vanity license plate ‘NOWOLFS.’ Gillett frequently referred
to wolves and their environmentalist supporters using extreme and passionate language: reintro-
duced wolves were ‘animals of mass destruction,’ ‘wildlife terrorists,’ ‘vicious, binge killers,’
and ‘land piranhas’; Gillett was also quoted as saying that ‘If the devil had an animal, it would
be the Canadian wolf’ (Fawn, 2011; Ring, 2008).

While wolves’ subspecies differentiation – and the implied monstrousness of those currently
inhabiting the region – has been contested by conservation scientists and wildlife organizations
since the Yellowstone reintroduction, such rhetoric has taken a firm hold among anti-wolf advo-
cates. Across the region, those who would contest the ‘imposition’ of wolves frequently fall
back on the ‘Canadian super-wolf’ narrative. On social media, particularly on Facebook and
Reddit, one encounters references to ‘Canadian transplants’ and ‘killing machines,’ with wolf
recovery programs characterized as ‘Wolf Terrorist Ambush Projects.’ Such posts are often accom-
panied by pictures of enormous dead wolves that act as purported evidence of the ‘Canadian wolf’
as a distinct subspecies, as well as a form of spectacle (Figure 4). Joe Rogan, the popular American
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podcaster who boasted 14.5 million followers in 2024 (Carman, 2024), has even entered the debate,
inviting Boyd on his podcast to talk, in part, about the fact that they ‘introduced a different sized
wolf’ to Yellowstone (Boyd handily demystifies such a notion based on dispersal patterns, which
show wolves moving between fluidly between the Yellowstone to Yukon corridor since the 1980s)
(JRE, 2024: ep. 2213).

In 2020, citizens in Colorado voted – by a razor-thin margin of 50.9% – to reintroduce wolves,
which had been extirpated from the state in the 1940s (Boyd, 2022). Although public surveys indicated
broad support for wolves, the reintroduction strategy was always polarized (Ditmer et al., 2022;
Niemiec et al., 2020). Anti-wolf advocacy groups, such as Smart Wolf Policy CO and Colorado
Wolf Tracker, have leaned on ‘Canadian wolf’ rhetoric, and the issue has become a political hot button

Figure 3. Poster displayed in the front window of Hailey, Idaho’s Les Schwab store in 2009, some 14 years
after the release of wolves in the state (Maughan, 2009). Text reads: ‘Canadian Wolf Alert / Greenhorn
Subdivision / March 12th 2009 / Citizens for proper management of Canadian Wolves. / Special Guest
Speakers on Management. / A Public Forum … Bring Wolf Stories. / We Must Stand Together And Manage
Wolves. / Where: Community Campus, Hailey Idaho / When: Saturday April 4th / Time: 6:00–10:00 PM /
Sponsored By: Deer Hunters of Idaho / Are You Involved?’.
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nationally, with the U.S. president telling Colorado Parks and Wildlife in 2025 that reintroduced
wolves must come from the NRM region rather than Canada (Gruver, 2025). While this is likely a strat-
egy to end wolf translocation altogether (most NRM states have indicated they do not want to partici-
pate in the project), the objection to ‘Canadian’ wolves specifically is notable in a time of both
heightened xenophobia and attacks on science (Gallagher, 2025; Jones et al., 2025; Nagel, 2025).

Across these examples, we can see how the mobilization of biotic non/nativeness does political
work. While gray wolves are in a general sense ‘native’ to the NRM, they are frequently framed as
out of place, both temporally anachronistic (the West has moved on from its ‘wild’ past) and geo-
graphically incongruous (they belong to a different habitat and, indeed, a different country). This
discursive move allows the wolf to be repositioned from native (as well as threatened or endan-
gered) to invasive, framed as a monstrous other within the contemporary cultural politics in the
region. That science is deployed to buttress such claims is particularly telling. Even as the divisions
between wolf (and other animal) subspecies are increasingly rendered scientifically uncertain, the
currency of scientific objectivity and authority is marshalled in anti-wolf politics. Reification of
subspecies classifications is particularly notable as it is leveraged by political actors who have sim-
ultaneously exhibited distrust around the scientific justifications for reintroduction in the first place,
in what Komi has called a ‘paradoxical legitimation strategy,’ one grounded in our ‘post-truth era’
(2025: 7). As with wolves in Finland (Komi, 2025) or red wolves in the U.S. (Brewitt and Giles,
2022), the power of science is weaponized in politicized debates about predators to make claims
about genetic identity and historical range. This is true of the narrative of the ‘Canadian super-wolf,’
where scientific debates around taxonomy are mobilized to make a ‘native’ species into an eco-
logical invader.

Figure 4. Image of a deceased wolf held by a hunter, frequently reproduced on social media and in articles
on the danger of bigger, meaner, and hungrier ‘Canadian wolves’ (e.g., in Foley, 2012). Its exact provenance is
unknown; according to Long (2011), this same wolf was ‘allegedly shot in Utah, [as well as] Idaho, Montana,
Wyoming, Alaska, Alberta, British Columbia, and ‘near Manitoba.’’.
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Methodological approach
The analysis herein is based on the collective research of the author team, representing decades of
combined experience with wolf conflict and coexistence efforts in the U.S. and Canada, largely
from the social sciences and humanities as well as applied work with natural resource management
agencies. This has included ethnographic and archival research and participant observation with a
range of interested parties, including residents, hunters and outfitters, ranchers, environmentalists,
and government agency employees (Anderson et al., 2023, 2026; Martin, 2021a, 2021b; Martin
et al., 2021, 2025; Merz et al., 2025; Smith et al., 2025; Wilkinson et al., 2020) and complementary
reflections on related themes (Beggen, 2019; Beggen and York, 2025; Martin, 2024; Martin et al.,
2019; Rutherford, 2016, 2018, 2022; Rutherford et al., 2023, 2024; Sidhu et al., 2026; van Eeden
et al., 2025).

We approach this case study of ‘Canadian super-wolf’ discourse in the U.S. NRM region from a
critical geographical and political ecological perspective, one which highlights the value of quali-
tative methods (Drury et al., 2011; Sayre, 2004) and a ‘critical-normative’ engagement (Helmcke,
2022; see also Robbins, 2012). As Castree (2005) explains, case studies scrutinize phenomena in
context and conjuncturally, with an emphasis on the specific ways in which local articulations alter
the operation of processes across space and time – although never fully separable from processes
occurring at different scales (see also Robbins et al., 2009 on the impossibility of demarcating a
coherent boundary to the ‘New West’). Per Helmcke (2022), case studies within political ecology
particularly trace socio-environmental interrelations across scales, allowing us to effectively
explore complexity, contingency, and ‘dissonant knowledges’ (e.g., contrary or incompatible fra-
meworks or ways of knowing). Such an approach is less concerned with direct comparison and stat-
istical generalizability than with the insights to be gained through deep examination of the
particular, through which we may identify ‘key forces’ that play across scales and frames of ana-
lysis (see Hart for further work on this ‘relational comparison’ approach (2004, 2006, 2016); see
also Burawoy’s ‘extended case method’ (1998)). We thus assert that there remain broader lessons
to be drawn from the specific (though extensive) geography of the NRM via attention to patterns
and processes via transdisciplinary analyses.

Here we deploy a critical discourse analysis (CDA), an approach that interrogates how language
and cultural artifacts construct, reproduce, and legitimize social structures and relations of power
(Mullet, 2018). CDA allows for transdisciplinary engagement with the semiotics of cultural pro-
ducts (e.g., social media posts, visual imagery) as the embodiment of social practices of language
which, in turn, shape ways of knowing (McClanahan and Wall, 2026; Mullet, 2018; Rutherford,
2020). CDA further allows us to explore the construction and interpretation of social reality through
practices of categorization, storytelling, and representation (Brugger et al., 2020; Robbins, 2012;
Said, 2014 [1978]; van Eeden et al., 2025).

The selection of thematic categories, narratives, and imagery we draw together here stems from
prior research (e.g., Martin, 2020; Rutherford, 2022) as well as ongoing projects (e.g., Beggen and
York, 2025; Sidhu et al., 2026) related to wolf representation and management. Quotes and broader
characterization of the discourse is informed by conversations, interviews, and extensive media
analysis conducted over many years, as well as a review of popular press accounts of the
‘Canadian super-wolf’ narrative (e.g., Hatch, 2016; Polley, 2025).3 The core thematic elements
of our CDA are informed by substantive bodies of literature that interrogate the relationship
between wolves and livestock producers (Howery and DeLiberto, 2004; Ramler et al., 2014;
Steele et al., 2013), wolves and ungulate populations (Niemeyer, 2007; Rotella et al., 2020;
Trump et al., 2022; Wright et al., 2006), and the settler colonial dimensions of wolf culling
(Beggen and York, 2025; Coleman, 2008; Gilbert et al., 2022; Rutherford, 2022; Sidhu et al.,
2026). We engage with photographs and other forms of visual imagery throughout and employ
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them to illustrate and situate these themes. The centrality of images and folklore employing wolf
iconography (see Fogleman, 1989; McClanahan and Wall, 2026; Rutherford, 2020) position these
cultural artifacts within the centuries-long persecution of wolves across North America and dem-
onstrate the pervasive regional presence of the ‘Canadian super wolf’ discourse, thus far underex-
plored in the academic literature.

Discussion

Predation mis/perceptions
Discourse surrounding the supposed lethality and aggression of the ‘Canadian super-wolf’ centers
on the effects of wolf predation on domestic livestock and wild ungulates, yet represents a ‘surplus
antagonism’ (Ortner, 2006) disproportionate to those impacts. As we shall argue below, the durable
conflict surrounding wolves in the NRM region – and emphasis on the supposed monstrosity of
such – can be understood, at least in part, through a political ecology-informed attentiveness to
regional context, in particular the political-economic pressures and history of transformation that
situates residents’ risk perception.

For the past several decades, much of the opposition and management interventions in the region
around wolves have focused on threats to livestock, particularly cattle (Bos taurus) and, in certain
contexts, sheep (Ovis aries). Predation on livestock is frequently described by wolf proponents as
negligible when compared with other sources of loss (e.g., disease, harsh winters, other predators)
(USDA, 2015, 2017). Such arguments, however, focus on the region or sector level, while impacts
are experienced at the level of the individual operator. Livestock producers operate at relatively thin
margins (Sayre et al., 2012), making even small stochastic instances of predation potentially dev-
astating. While larger operations may be able to absorb the added losses represented by returning
predator populations through economies of scale, from the situated perspective of smaller producers
(Haraway, 1988; Robbins, 2006), a single wolf attack can be catastrophic – to say nothing of the
affective impacts of livestock loss (cf. Epstein and Haggerty, 2022). Ranchers also point to indirect
effects on livestock, including stress and behavioral changes4 that can reduce weight gain and
reproductive success, as well as long-term losses to operation breeding potential (Howery and
DeLiberto, 2004; Ramler et al., 2014; Steele et al., 2013). Others have written on the inadequacy
of dominant compensation models, which underrepresent producer losses and may at best pay cur-
rent market rate for confirmed instances of predation (Dickman et al., 2011; Macon, 2020).

Over time, some ranchers in the NRM have begun to ‘get along’ with predators, as one Idaho
field technician put it, particularly given the growing availability of nonlethal tools and techniques
for deterring predation (Carlisle et al., 2023; Jacobs et al., 2025; Martin et al., 2021, 2025; Smith
et al., 2025). Thus some producers may concede that wolves are indeed a native species, or at the
very least are ‘here to stay,’ emphasizing instead the federal imposition of – and hence responsibil-
ity for – the added costs represented by rebounding carnivore populations (Martin, 2024; McInturff
et al., 2021). More recently, according to one former Idaho Department of Fish and Game (IDFG)
researcher, the ‘real fire’ of anti-wolf animosity comes ‘from sportsmen and women, people who
wanna hunt deer and elk’ – a notable contrast to the historical confluence of interest between hun-
ters and conservationists (Heffelfinger et al., 2013).

We have seen a rise in narratives framing wolves as a competitive threat to wild ungulate avail-
ability, with wolves viewed as a source of downward pressure on elk populations and competition
with human hunters (Eisenberg et al., 2014; Farrell, 2015; Wright et al., 2006).5 The basis of this
argument is that wolf predation reduces human hunter opportunities through a reduction in overall
numbers via reduced calf survival (Farrell, 2015; Niemeyer, 2007; Trump et al., 2022), as well as
fear-induced migrations that make elk spatially inaccessible (Niemeyer, 2007; Richardson, 2022).
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As with much of the research on wolves, however, effects on elk populations lack clear scientific
consensus (Niemeyer, 2007; Rotella et al., 2020; Wright et al., 2006).

Across the region, elk populations appear to have in fact increased since the return of wolves,
with several states reporting record or near-record populations in recent years (MFWP, 2026;
WGFD, 2024). In 1999 (four years after the first reintroduction) there were 108,000 elk reported
in Idaho, but this number had ballooned to 120,000 in 2025 (IDFG, 1999, 2025); that same
year, Montana reported over 150,000 elk (MFWP, 2026). This growing population is in turn a
source of concern for wildlife management and agricultural operations (Proffitt et al., 2026;
Richardson, 2022). As one IDFG conservation officer put it, ‘we have a buttload of elk… In certain
areas…way too many.’Where elk compete for forage with livestock or depredate on crops, they too
create added costs and provoke social opposition (Martin et al., 2025: 23, 53).

The increase in elk numbers is associated with better hunter success rates (WGFD, 2024),
with elk harvests in some areas ‘higher than… when wolves were introduced,’ as one IDFG
supervisor explained. However, this ‘misses a big piece of the story,’ they continued, including
dynamics of localized decreases. In northeastern Idaho, on the border with Montana, the Lolo
zone is often discussed as an area with declining elk numbers (Niemeyer, 2007). Managers fre-
quently attribute the cause to wolves (Gilman, 2006; Groen, 2010; Niemeyer, 2007); however,
such characterization oversimplifies and obscures important historical context. Large scale
wildfires in the early twentieth century had created ideal foraging conditions and allowed for
the growth in the local elk population, believed to have peaked sometime between the 1950s
and 1980s (Groen, 2010; IDFG, 1999). However, the regrowth of forests (in part connected
with the removal of low-intensity burning from the landscape), predation by other species
(including black bears, Ursus americanus, particularly on calves), and severe winter conditions
have all also contributed to elk decline (IDFG, 1999; Rotella et al., 2020). Attributing localized
declines to returning wolves thus ignores a complex range of socio-environmental factors that
influence population dynamics.

As wolf management in the NRM has been given over to the states following federal ESA delist-
ing, there has been a pattern of increased lethal control of ‘problem wolves’ (those who prey too
readily on livestock) and public trophy hunting as a means to keep populations ‘under control’ –
and thus, purportedly, to support livestock producers and ungulate populations.6 However, the effi-
cacy of such programs is empirically contested (Bradley et al., 2015; DeCesare et al., 2018; Lorand
et al., 2022; Rotella et al., 2020; Treves, 2009; Wielgus and Peebles, 2014).7

Although the return of wolves to the landscapes of the NRM region certainly represents an added
source of predation pressure, its effects – and the effects of predator removal on ungulate popula-
tions – remain unclear, with notable variation across ecological zones (Clark and Hebblewhite,
2021; Eisenberg et al., 2014; Niemeyer, 2007; Rotella et al., 2020). In Alberta, Trump et al.
(2022) found elk populations remained consistent despite hunting pressures from grizzlies
(Ursus arctos horribilis), cougars (Puma concolor), wolves, and humans. Similarly, Wright et al.
(2006) found that while human hunters select female elk with the greatest reproductive value,
wolves selected those with low reproductive value, with differential long-term effects on popula-
tion. Given the seeming irony of localized concerns over elk numbers amid state and regional
expansion, some wildlife managers have attributed anti-wolf attitudes instead to shifts in hunting
culture and practices. As one former Forest Service district ranger put it, ‘…they said, ‘Oh, the
wolves are killing all the elk, there’s no elk around’… Well, you get… your lazy ass off your
ATV [All-Terrain Vehicle] and you can find elk!’

Examples like the diminished Lolo herd are amplified by anti-wolf advocates as ‘proof’ of the
adverse effects of wolf reintroduction, arguing that ‘Canadian super-wolves’ must be controlled in
the interest of ‘our’ elk (Figure 2). This too-simple story deploys statistics disconnected from his-
torical trends or broader context, obscuring socio-ecological complexity and geographical variation
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to legitimize predator removal (cf. Marris, 2017). There are certainly particular places – including
traditionally popular backcountry hunting sites like the Lolo – where wolf predation likely has
affected elk numbers, in conjunction with myriad other factors. In other places, as one IDFG man-
ager put it, ‘elk are going gangbusters!’ (quoted in Martin et al., 2025: 23), with wildlife managers
left to navigate the contradictory aims of appeasing ungulate hunters, agriculturalists, and conser-
vationists (Martin, 2021a). Understanding risk perception as situated (Haraway, 1988; Robbins,
2006) helps us to better account for the animosity wolves evoke as a question of historical memory
and political-economic ties to place – affected, in turn, by the changing land use patterns and pres-
sures of the New West.

Political-economic anxieties
As explored above, wolf impacts are complicated by scale and geography and frequently misrepre-
sented by both pro- and anti-wolf voices. While the latter are often tied to economic interests, con-
flict appears more complicated than a question of simple numerical losses, either of livestock or
wild ungulates. Making sense of this ‘surplus antagonism’ (Martin 2020; 2024; Ortner 2006)
and the often-invoked narrative of monstrous ‘Canadian super-wolves’ necessitates engagement
with the particular context to which wolves have returned, and the ways in which they are enrolled
in broader socio-political struggles. Specifically, C.l. recovery takes place against the backdrop of
the so-called ‘New West,’ with perceived impacts and anxieties situated in relation to the
political-economic pressures and demographic transformations of the region.

The New West has been described in terms of socio-ecological transformations that have taken
place in the region beginning in the last quarter of the twentieth century. These include the reduced
centrality of agriculture and traditional extractive industries (mining, logging, grazing), alongside
growth in amenity migration, recreation, and conservation (Baden and Snow, 1997; Riebsame
and Robb, 1997; Robbins et al., 2009; Winkler et al., 2007) – following Neumann (2002), a tran-
sition from ‘landscapes of production’ to ‘landscapes of consumption’ (see also Fletcher et al.,
2023).8 Such changes are contrasted with a semi-mythologized conception of the ‘Old West,’
and in relation to a longer history of ‘range war’-type struggles over public lands and the identity
of place – dynamics which continue to structure environmental politics in the region (Martin 2024;
Martin et al. 2019).

Since roughly the 1970s, the NRM region has experienced rapid growth and urbanization, with
burgeoning sprawl and exurban development alongside the decline of small towns. This rural gen-
trification (Bryson and Wyckoff, 2010; Ghose, 2004; Hines, 2010, 2012; Walker and Fortmann,
2003) has created a place ‘where homes are a fortune and good jobs are few’ (Vanderbilt,
2017); or, as one resident said of Sun Valley, Idaho put it, ‘You either have three jobs or three
houses – nothing in between.’ Alongside these patterns are institutional and regulatory changes
around the access and use of public lands, with knock-on effects on the viability of livestock opera-
tions (Brick and Cawley, 1996; Sheridan, 2001; 2007; Swette and Lambin, 2021). Indeed, it is fre-
quently argued that the declining economic primacy of livestock production, alongside
national-level value shifts vis-à-vis predators and conservation associated with growing education
and urbanization, set the stage for wolf reintroduction in the region – with wolves revalorized from
an economic cost (to producers) to an economic benefit (for ecotourism).9 And it is in this context of
regional ‘growing pains’ (Vanderbilt, 2017) that predator impacts are experienced and perceived,
with wolf return layered atop political, economic, and socio-cultural anxieties.

A political ecology-informed engagement with the wolf question emphasizes environmental in/
justice – the unevenly experienced costs and benefits of conservation – highlighting patterns of
political-economic transformation and/as uneven development (McInturff et al., 2021; Schroeder
et al., 2006; Smith, 2010 [1984]). These, in turn, are connected to deep-rooted regional struggles
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over public lands governance (Hays, 1959; Rowley, 1985; Sayre, 2017), as well as questions of
identity and belonging, historical memory, and sense of place (Figure 5). Reading the wolf question
through insights from people and parks scholarship (Adams and Hutton, 2007; Neumann, 2002
[1998]; West et al., 2006) and work on moral economy/ecology (Griffin et al., 2019; Jacoby,
2003; Scott, 1976; Thompson, 2013 [1975]) helps us better understand the seemingly outsized rural
reactions to wolf return (compare Cronon, 1996; Fortmann, 1990; McCarthy, 2002).

As noted above, for livestock producers wolf impacts cannot be easily isolated from the broader
political-economic context in which rancher decision-making and risk assessment takes place,
which includes diverse land use pressures, market competition, fluctuating commodity prices, labor
uncertainties, and marginal returns (Martin, 2020, 2024). In such a context, producers often express
fears that wolves will be the ‘final blow’ or the ‘straw that breaks the camel’s back,’ pushing them
out of business and off the land (compare Sheridan, 2007; Volski et al., 2026). These fears are com-
pounded by the psychological and non-material costs of living with wildlife (Gieser and von Essen,
2021; Thondhlana et al., 2020), which further complicate any simple numerical assessment of wolf
impacts on livelihood.10

On the hunting side, perceptions of reduced opportunities and resultant antagonism towards
wolves can also be read as a byproduct of changing land use patterns. Historically, landowners pro-
vided hunters with access to private lands to manage elk herds and limit their disruption on agri-
cultural and livestock production. This tradition of public access to private lands was premised
on mutual obligation and the conceptualization of wildlife as a public right, accessible regardless
of social class (Eliason, 2016; Haggerty and Travis, 2006; Middleton et al., 2022). As rural econ-
omies have shifted toward amenity-based activities and land ownership, large tracts have been con-
verted to leisure, recreation, or investment, upending traditional social norms and land access
relationships (Epstein 2020; Gosnell et al. 2006; see also Epanchin-Niell et al., 2022; Fletcher et al.,

Figure 5. Bumper stickers available from zazzle.com and etsy.com (Martin, 2020). Text reads: (A) ‘Keep
Idaho beautiful… / … go back to California.’; (B) ‘CALIFORNIANS… THE NEWEST INVASIVE SPECIES’.
Rural Idahoans often describe feeling under siege, with ‘Californians’ – shorthand for relatively wealthier
newcomers taking advantage of lower cost of living in the state – driving up real estate prices. Note in
particular the human-animal slippage in the invocation of ‘invasive species,’ also used in discussions of
‘Canadian’ wolves.
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2023; Ribot and Peluso, 2003). Some amenity owners create quasi-refuges by curtailing public
access, while others have used the abundance of game species on their lands to commercialize hunt-
ing (Eliason, 2016; Middleton et al., 2022; Proffitt et al., 2026).

These shifts in land use amplify class divisions and regional economic anxieties, as access to elk
herds becomes increasingly predicated on one’s capacity to afford hunting opportunities on private
lands. Elk hunting is not only an economically important activity in the NRM, but also an important
cultural and even subsistence practice across many rural communities (Burcham et al., 1999;
Epstein and Haggerty, 2022;Metcalf et al., 2017). The broader political anxieties stemming from amen-
ity ownership are thus perceived as a threat to a cultural tradition and hunting as a social institution
based on shared norms and values, and to broader survival amid economic volatility and marginality.
In exploring the growing commercialization of wildlife, Eliason (2016) found that hunters believed it
morally wrong to curtail access to private lands; others reported being unable to purchase these expen-
sive hunts, which some viewed as a violation of longstanding tradition and threatening access for future
generations (compare Fortmann, 1990 on usufruct rights claims in the West).

A growing body of literature demonstrates that elk, like other ungulates, employ behavioral
modifications in response to the threat of being hunted (Eisenberg et al., 2014; Proffitt et al.,
2013; Ranglack et al., 2017). One of these adaptations, most pronounced during rifle seasons, is
that elk move to private lands and other hard-to-access areas (Burcham et al., 1999; Proffitt et al.,
2026; Sergeyev et al., 2022; Smith et al., 2022). At the same time, there is at least anecdotal evi-
dence that wolves affect the behavior and distribution of elk – indeed, this sort of ‘trophic cascade’
effect was promoted as one of the motivators for wolf reintroduction or ‘rewilding’ (Fortin et al.,
2005; Ripple and Beschta, 2004, 2005, 2012; Soule and Noss, 1998) – although Eisenberg et al.
(2014) note that elk responses to increased predation risk is not uniform and varies across other con-
textual features (see also Mech, 2012).

Hunters often have multi-generational ties to particular landscapes; for them, the question is not
how elk numbers have changed at the level of the state or region, but rather in their hunting areas
vis-à-vis historical memory. For outfitters – those who make their living guiding and providing
related logistics and other services for hunters –concerns also include capital investments in place.
As elk distribution shifts, they face devaluation through loss of revenue (as one IDFG manager put
it, ‘They don’t sell the tags that they used to, they don’t bring in that economy of non-resident hun-
ters that they used to’), and may be further affected by the shifting private land access relationships
described above – all without any form of compensation for these losses (Martin et al., 2025: 55).
Thus, while there is documented and substantive growth in the overall elk population in the NRM,
there remains a perception among the hunting public that wolves have reduced elk numbers and/or
made them inaccessible (Richardson, 2022; see also Philo and Wilbert, 2000 on the tensions
between animal mobility and the fixity of private property and jurisdictional boundaries). These
perceived impacts thus play into a popular narrative that frames the return of ‘Canadian wolves’
as a monstrous and existential threat to ungulate populations and livelihoods (Niemeyer, 2007;
Farrell, 2015).

The monstrous other
Cross-disciplinary engagement helps clarify the ways in which wildlife as symbols – as discursive
entities, distinct yet never fully disconnected from the material creatures – are enrolled within pol-
itical struggles (compare Callon, 1984; Latour, 2005; Li, 2014). Wolves have long been associated
with wilderness (Donalson, 2006; Marvin, 2012; Pluskowski, 2006; Van Horn, 2012), places
‘where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor
who does not remain’ per the U.S. Wilderness Act of 1964 (Pub.L. 88–577). For the first several
hundred years of occupation, taming or conquering the North American wilderness was a key
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policy and societal goal, part of ‘improving’ the landscape for settler economic ends. Visions of
unruly wild wolves haunted settler imaginaries, and associations with violence, greed, and waste
– rooted in centuries of European land use change – compelled them to eliminate the animals
for both their material impacts and figurative associations.11

As wilderness was revalorized over the twentieth century, so too were wolves – yet such percep-
tions were not universal, with the animals still vilified in many rural communities where private and
public land use was geared towards ranching (Smith and Bangs, 2009; Figure 1). In the mid-1990s,
some praised Canada for preserving the species and allowing for the reintroduction; one headline
even claimed, ‘Canadian Wolves Help Save US Wilderness’ (Boswell, 2003, A7, cited in
Rutherford, 2022: 110). Since then, wolves have often been deployed by environmental organiza-
tions as charismatic megafauna (Lorimer, 2015), whose popular appeal is used to garner public
attention and funds (Figure 6), and whose habitat needs can be mobilized toward stricter enforce-
ment or new environmental regulation (e.g., on the in/appropriate use of public lands; see Brugger
et al., 2020; Wuerthner and Matteson, 2002). This popular appeal has, at times, relied on ecological

Figure 6. (A) Defenders of Wildlife (defenders.org) uses a wolf silhouette as their organization’s logo,
thereby linking the animal to their conservation activities. (B) Center for Biological Diversity
(biologicaldiversity.org) and other environmental nonprofits will frequently use wolves and other charismatic
megafauna in their mailings to solicit donations. Text reads: ‘Please Give to the Center Today / FIGHT LIKE
THE WILD DEPENDS ON IT. / We’re fighting with everything we’ve got to save wolves, grizzlies, orcas,
monarch butterflies and all species large and small. Please give to the Center today – your donation is crucial
to saving wildlife, their habitat and the laws they depend on to survive.’.
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narratives that overstate wolves’ own needs and environmental effects, such as the claim that
‘wolves change rivers’ (Marris, 2017; Monbiot, 2014; see also Mech, 2012; Middleton, 2014).

Although the Wilderness Act in fact permits historical land uses like livestock grazing, the ideol-
ogy of wilderness (Cronon, 1995; Neumann, 2002) produces a logical incompatibility: the very
presence of wolves on a landscape makes other uses of space inappropriate.12 When environmental
non-governmental organizations (ENGOs) use wildlife species like C.l. in their campaigns and liti-
gation, the animals are experienced by ranchers and rural residents as a vanguard of dispossession:
invasive, transgressive, and in alliance with those who would see them displaced – and thus a target
for violent reaction (Martin, 2020: 57, 80). While many species have historically taken on such a
political role – including the northern spotted owl in the Pacific Northwest (Satterfield, 2007;
Watson and Muraoka, 1992) – wolves’ spatio-historic associations with wilderness and rewilding,
cultural-symbolic resonance, and their wide-ranging qualities result in a particularly fraught
combination.

NewWest transformations and regulatory changes undergird the further enrollment of wolves by
right-wing populists into broader ‘culture wars,’ with anti-wolf opposition and even violence

Figure 7. Anti-wolf imagery often draws on the idea of a foreign threat, including Orientalist associations
with terrorism and villainized regimes du jour (Said, 2014 [1978]). Text reads: (A) ‘THE / WOLF / is the /
SADDAM HUSSEIN / of the / ANIMALWORLD / we don’t want / SaddAM / in / Montana !!!’ (Nabeki, 2012).
Alongside the construction of the other is the self-affirmation of in-group identity (Anderson, 2006 [1983];
Said, 2014 [1978]). In a recent Facebook post (B), wolves’ endangered status is rejected, invoking instead an
implied common identification (‘We’) counterposed to and threatened by the wolf (Archibald, 2026). Text
reads: ‘WOVES ARE NOT / ENDANGERED. / WE ARE. / DELIST THE WOLF’.
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framed as a defense of rural livelihoods and identity (Figure 2). In this way, a Polanyian reaction
against political-economic transformations is channeled into a moral ecology-inflected anti-
environmentalism (Griffin et al., 2019; Jacoby, 2003; Polanyi, 2001 [1944]), drawing on
European cultural tropes of the wolf as villain and monster (Chaney, 2026; Donalson, 2006;
Emel, 1995; Houston et al., 2010; Pluskowski, 2006; Skogen and Krange, 2003; Wise, 2016).
Wolves and their urbanite, environmentalist supporters are thus framed as invading, non-belonging
others that threaten the ‘true’ or appropriate residents of place, reaffirming a sense of coherent
in-group political identity (compare Said, 2014 [1978]; Anderson, 2006 [1983]; Figure 7).

Wolves have long been used as a proxy for the immigrant, colonial, and racial/ized across
European and North American contexts (Arnds, 2021; McClanahan and Wall, 2026; Sidhu et al.,
2026; see also note 11). The ‘Canadian super-wolf’ should not be read, then, so much as a novel
discourse than a contemporary repackaging of both the ‘big bad wolf’ and the subaltern Other.
Sidhu et al. (2026) engage with the premise that framing wolves as invaders in the NRM has fos-
tered the use of militaristic models of management, which draw on both the discourses of war (i.e.,
terrorism), and the technologies of warfare to quell this supposed threat. The depiction of
wolf-as-terrorist is perhaps best illustrated by the comments from infamous anti-wolf advocate
Ron Gillett, who once stated, ‘there are three kinds of terrorists: There are foreign terrorists like
[Osama] bin Laden, there are domestic terrorists like Defenders of Wildlife… and the wildlife ter-
rorist is the Canadian wolf’ (60 Minutes Australia, 2019, 1:03–1:18). This vilification, as suggested
by Arnds (2021) as well as Kim (2015), racializes more-than-humans even as it reciprocally vilifies
human racial and colonial Others, further framing the destruction of the wolf as both a defensive
and civilizing project (Beggen and York, 2025; McClanahan and Wall, 2026; Sidhu et al., 2026).

The lens of monstrousness is also useful for conceptualizing the work done by ‘Canadian super-
wolves’ discourse. Per Nirta and Pavoni, the animal is made to represent an ‘embodied transgres-
sion’ and ‘forced engagement,’ an untameable harbinger, challenge, and embodiment of the fragil-
ity of the normal – that for which we are not prepared, a warning and demonstration of the limits of
human mastery over nature (2022: xvi, xxx; see also Clark, 2010). The affective responses pro-
voked by these figures – horror, anger, and disgust – is ‘symptomatic of the fundamental precar-
iousness of normality’ (Nirta and Pavoni, 2022: xvi; see also Asma, 2009; Cohen, 1996;
Mittman and Dendle, 2012; cf. Smith, 2011). Such a read may in turn be linked with critical animal
geography scholarship on the transgression of humans’ spatial and conceptual boundings (Gillespie
and Collard, 2015; Philo and Wilbert, 2000; see also Anderson et al., 2023; Margulies and Karanth,
2018). However, an eye toward monstrousness further highlights the ways in which the discursive
and political enrollment of wolves (re)produces them as scapegoats and stand-ins for broader pro-
cesses of uncertainty and precarity too difficult or politically inconvenient to name (e.g., capitalism;
see Martin, 2024).

The notion of ‘Canadian’ wolves positions these animals as transgressive border-crossers and
non-belonging entities from a foreign land. Ire and suspicion towards returning wolf populations
have often manifested in conspiracy theories about clandestine reintroduction efforts of foreign
wolves. As noted above, European farmers have often suspected newly established wolf packs of
being secretly introduced (Skogen et al., 2008). In France, farmers contended these wolves were
of Russian origin, counter to the more likely theory of natural dispersion from Italy. The conspiracy
of an invading ‘Canadian super-wolf’ is thus a regional manifestation, perhaps, of a broader trend. Of
course, the border between the U.S. and Canada is a settler colonial construction that seeks to restrict
movement of ‘undesired’ immigrants, both human and non-human. Nativist xenophobia operates –
in tandemwith settler colonialism and white supremacy – to dictate who and what belongs within the
nation’s boundaries (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014; Goldstein, 2019; Moreton-Robinson, 2015; Sidhu et al.,
2026; Taylor, 2016). Immigrants and Indigenous peoples have often been intentionally associated
with violence, predation, and animality in order to manufacture a threat toward and reinforce white
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settler identity (Goldstein, 2019; Massey, 2016; Moreton-Robinson, 2015; Whyte, 2018). Popular
narratives of the Canadian ‘far north’ – as a dangerous wilderness replete with fearsome wildlife
shaped by harsh landscapes – situate ‘Canadian’wolves as a subspecies that does not belong in tamer
southern latitudes (Davidson, 2005). These are wolves that are larger (per Bergmann’s rule; Geist,
1987; McNab, 1971) and more resilient (after all, they were never extirpated, like those in the U.S.).
Sidhu et al. (2026) suggest that wolves invoke an instability in the settler psyche, as they are the
descendants of those that could not be killed and symbolically challenge settler dominion over
the natural world.

With ‘Canadian super-wolves,’ then, we see the dialectical play between human and non-
human: the native carnivore is painted as foreign invader, within a settler colonial mindset that
poses violence as an appropriate ‘civilizing practice’ against the existential threat of the invading
wild. Crucially however, this appeal to non/nativeness (nature) by wolf opponents is predicated
on a conservation that does the same (Robbins and Moore, 2013; van Eeden et al., 2025;
Williams, 1980), lending it both scientific and cultural legitimacy. Such narratives produce and dis-
place socio-cultural anxieties onto this monstrous other, in turn obscuring contemporary complexity
(e.g., ecological baselines; or shifting political-economic relations of land access) as well as a his-
tory of settler colonial expulsions and erasures (Martin et al., 2019).

Conclusion
Wolves are hard to pin down, as much as proponents of the ‘Canadian super-wolf’ discourse may
wish otherwise. Mobility is a hallmark of the species, and movement across the human-imposed
settler colonial border between Canada and the U.S. continues to be a common dispersal practice.
Attempting to fix canids – spatially, temporally, and/or taxonomically – appears, then, to be a futile
endeavor, as wolves have long adapted geographically, genetically, and behaviorally to human per-
secution and environmentally diverse conditions. Wolves care little for socio-political boundaries
and perhaps less about the valorization of where and how they belong. The wolves found in the
NRM region are neither ‘Canadian’ nor ‘super,’ but rather part of a continuous population of ani-
mals across western North America, in search of conditions in which they can survive and persist.
As Mech has noted: ‘We have altered the concept of wolf habitat… That habitat is where wolves
have prey and food and where people let them live’ (quoted in Binder, 2000).

Although taxonomical distinctions between wolf subspecies continue to collapse as scientific
research advances, the idea of particular animals tied to appropriate geographies continues to carry
ideological heft, and is weaponized in a kind of multispecies nativism that renders wolves irrevoc-
ably out of place. Such weaponization further serves to biologize the border between the U.S. and
Canada at a time when tensions between the two nations are increasingly elevated – thereby linking
this instance of environmental governance to the broader socio-political questions of our time.

The purported invasion of the ‘Canadian super-wolf’ has become an ideological battleground, with
canid bodies serving as the terrain upon which socio-political tensions are made manifest. This articu-
lation draws on longer histories of wolf vilification while responding to contemporary political, eco-
nomic, and socio-cultural reconfigurations of the region. This nativist discourse, we argue, is not by
accident; it operates as a heuristic for that which does not belong within a particular imagining (white,
settler colonial, rural, extractive) of what the NRM has been and should be. In other words, we suggest
that the ‘Canadian super-wolf’ operates as a capacious cipher for a range of regional anxieties. Through
this, the wolf – an animal native to the region – is remade: not only out of place, but invasive, mon-
strous, and foreign, a harbinger of the total transformation from Old to NewWest, with all the attendant
and imagined losses it implies. As ‘Canadian super-wolves’ are enrolled in struggles over land use and
regional futures – often through their symbolic association with wilderness – they become ameaningful
shorthand for the slow death and precarious futurity of rural livelihoods and identity.
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What might this story of the ‘Canadian super-wolf’ offer in this time of intense polarization, where
wildlife management operates as a form of politics by other means? Questions of (non)nativeness and
(non)belonging provide ideological scaffolding and fodder for debates about wolf reintroduction and
migration, with opponents (perhaps cynically) using the authority of science as a cudgel against con-
servation. At the same time, this discourse points to the limits of conservation and coexistence strat-
egies that rely on an appeal to nativeness as a supposedly neutral justification for policy; such
moves may, in fact, undermine the ability of conservationists to effectively argue against anti-wolf
opposition. Instead of grounding wildlife’s value (or disvalue) in the ‘native-introduced dichotomy’
(van Eeden et al., 2025), we suggest that wildlife managers and wolf advocates might be better served
by shifting the discursive terrain. Rather than look to ever more natural science-based evidence to jus-
tify particular policy directions and management interventions, we might instead move away from eco-
logical baselines (Marris, 2011; Robbins and Moore, 2013) toward a responsible conviviality, in which
wolves live where we let them and belong because they are there (Buscher and Fletcher, 2019, 2020;
Komi and Nygren, 2023; Massarella et al., 2021).

We have argued that the wolf question is a social phenomenon, one that is simultaneously and
inextricably material and meaningful: wolves produce real ecological and economic effects, but
those effects acquire significance through and in dialogue with narratives of invasion, government
overreach, rural dispossession, and contested belonging. This highlights the necessity of critical and
transdisciplinary engagements – especially from the social sciences and environmental humanities
– that can better identify the drivers of conflict, and the ways in which particular conservation inter-
ventions might, in fact, intensify political grievance, provoke social protest, and induce violence
against vulnerable species. By acknowledging the expressly and unavoidably political nature of
these challenges, wildlife managers and advocates can better attend not only to the ecological real-
ities of wolves, but also the economic and social realities of those who bear the costs of their return.

Highlights

• The ‘Canadian super-wolf’ is a prominent discourse of anti-wolf sentiment in the Northern
Rocky Mountains (NRM) region of the U.S.

• Objections to wolf reintroduction assert they are not native to the NRM and are detrimental to
native wildlife and ranching.

• Using a political ecology approach, we investigate the way in which wolves are made to
serve as a political proxy.

• ‘Canadian super-wolf’ discourse is thus tied to political-economic anxieties associated with
‘New West’ regional transformations.

• Wolves are made into a monstrous stand-in and scapegoat, bound up with nativist tropes and
political polarization in the region.
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Notes
1. Supported by protections under the Endangered Species Act (ESA), wolves captured from Canada were

reintroduced to Yellowstone National Park and central Idaho in 1995 and 1996 (Bangs and Fritts, 1996;
Fritts et al., 1997; Smith and Bangs, 2009). More recently, voters in Colorado approved a 2020 ballot
measure that facilitated reintroduction of wolves to the state (Ditmer et al., 2022); while reintroduced
wolves were initially captured from Oregon, a series of political tensions in the recovery effort necessitated
the reintroduction of wolves captured from Canada (Gruver, 2025).

2. Such debates over nativeness (and thus non/belonging and in/appropriate management) also take place
over other megafauna species in the region, as explored by Taylor et al. (2026) on the moose (Alces alces)
in Colorado.

3. Whether the images and narratives herein are truly ‘believed’ by those who circulate them – or instead
serve merely to rhetorically communicate a sense of belonging and political affiliation – presents an inter-
esting question beyond the scope of this analysis, although we speculate that the answer is likely a mix of
both.

4. Some of these changes are the very sorts of behaviors highlighted by ecologists in discussions of wolves’
trophic cascade effects on wild ungulates (e.g., Ripple and Beschta, 2004).

5. Interestingly, most nonlethal tools and techniques aim to increase the energetic costs associated with prey-
ing on livestock, thereby shifting predators to more ‘appropriate’ wild prey like elk (Stone et al., 2017;
Wilkinson et al., 2020).

6. Wolves in Montana and Idaho have been continuously hunted since 2011 (IDFG, 2023; Richardson,
2022).

7. Clark and Hebblewhite (2021) found evidence of publication bias, in which counter examples (e.g.,
reduced ungulate numbers following predator removal) were underreported.

8. Such a clear binary is of course problematic, as the economies of the ‘New West’ do, in fact, include pro-
duction. Hines (2012) emphasizes the distinction as one between landscapes of production/consumption of
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commodities/natural resources and “experiences,” respectively, pointing toward the amenity- and
recreation-focus of the new political-economic regime.

9. Our focus here is limited to the national/regional context; however, such pressures are inseparable from
political-economic dynamics occurring at other levels, as well, including the rise of feedlot production
and international competition with cattle markets in Latin America and lamb production in Australia
and New Zealand (see Martin, 2024: 13; compare Robbins et al., 2009: 372).

10. For further engagement with the pressures of regional political-economic change on livestock producers,
in particular, see Martin (2024), and Smith et al. (2025).

11. Wolves, like other predators, often practice ‘surplus killing’ and ‘partial prey consumption,’ killing more
animals than can be eaten at once and leaving carcasses for later consumption (Muhly and Musiani, 2009).
This has evolutionary and ecological benefits, but humans have associated the behavior with wastefulness
(Rutherford, 2022). Settlers also drew unfavorable comparisons between wolves and Indigenous peoples;
various accounts describe Native peoples as wolf-like, violent predators (Eichler and Baumeister, 2018;
Kim, 2015).

12. Despite wolves being known habitat generalists (Mech and Boitani, 2010). Notably, arguments over spa-
tial incompatibility are made by both pro- and anti-predator voices (compare Foley, 2012; Wuerthner,
2017) even as wolf-livestock coexistence is demonstrated as both feasible and desirable for many
(Fascione et al., 2004; Frank et al., 2019; Miller et al., 2016; Stone et al., 2017).
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