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Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf?  

A Study on the Effects of Public Opinion on Imperiled Species 

By: Rachel Fernandez 

Introduction: History of Human Dominion and Tension with Wolves 

 In what they christened the “new world,” European settlers conquered territories in North 

America quickly. These early settlers were equipped to battle nature for a chance to survive in 

unknown territory.
1
 The perception of being victimized by the surrounding ecosystem, coupled 

with the hardships they endured, caused settlers to be at odds with the land and its already 

existing inhabitants. European settlers also perceived this land to be ripe for the taking. They 

took possession of the large expanse of land and segmented it as private property.
2
 This self-

entitlement to the land provided settlers all the justification they needed to section off “their” 

parcel and decide what people and animals were allowed to access it.
3
 The preference of private 

land ownership over “their natural connections to the Earth and all of its abundant resources”
4
 set 

the foundations of anthropocentric (human centered) governance used today. 

Wolves in particular served as the perfect villain to European settlers. Armed with 

preconceived notions of wolves as ferocious beasts, based in fairytales, the settlers waged a war 

on the wolf population. In the minds of the settlers, wolves were a threat to livestock and safety,
5
 

which created a culture of wolf eradication so strong it caused the near extinction of wolves in 
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North America by the year 1930.
6
 The gray wolf serves as an example of how human vilification 

of a species shapes the population of that species. By negatively personifying wolves as an 

enemy, humans placed themselves as the top priority in the ecosystem, over the rest of the Earth 

Community. The history of the gray wolf serves as a case study of the harms imposed by 

anthropocentric methods of the justification of human protection. Although the history of human 

relationships with wolves is shrouded in malice, their future was changed positively. In 1974, 

conservation efforts resulted in the enactment of the Endangered Species Act. Once the wolf was 

added to the list of endangered species, it found legal protection in the United States for the first 

time in history.
7
 The effort to protect and restore wolf populations carried many themes that are 

now identified as Earth Jurisprudence.  

In this paper, I argue that the vilification of different animal species by humans serves as 

a destructive and uninformed justification for anthropocentric governance, and that Earth 

Jurisprudence holds the key to changing those negative human opinions into educated thoughts 

on how to respect the Earth and all that reside here.  

Using the gray wolf as a case study, I will argue how harmful opinions were changed 

through the process of education focused on Earth Jurisprudence, as well as idea that the 

restorative and curative steps taken to save the wolf can be applied to the Florida black bear in 

the eve of a hunting proposal against the species.  Shifting the paradigm of thought to focus on 

Earth centered governance will provide a positive impact for the Florida black bear by 

highlighting the importance of those animals to a larger ecosystem, instead of calculating their 

value in regards to the impact on the human population. In order to achieve this I will first define 
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Earth Jurisprudence and its relevance to this case study, expound upon the specific methodology 

used to analyze the historical shift in opinion regarding the gray wolf, apply those teachings to 

the Florida black bear population, and offer solutions to on how to further apply Earth 

Jurisprudence to imperiled species around the world.  

Background: An Earth Jurisprudence Framework 

Earth Jurisprudence has been defined as “a philosophy or approach to governance that 

embraces the reality that humans are an integral part of the whole living community that we call 

Earth.”
8
 The complexity of Earth Jurisprudence lies in the fluidity and the growth of the theory 

itself. Grounded in Thomas Berry’s The Great Work,
9
 Earth Jurisprudence aims to remove the 

anthropocentric manner in which humans view the Earth. This theory focuses on a rights based 

relationship between the Earth community and humans.
10

 A rights based relationship would 

place humans as a small part in a larger ecosystem with a duty and focus on a reciprocal 

relationship with the Earth. Although the term Earth Jurisprudence was not formally used until 

1999, the ever expanding ecological problems caused by misguided human interference 

produced this new theoretical perspective. The vast tapestry of Earth Jurisprudence marries 

concepts such as our moral responsibility to protect the earth as conscious beings, the actions 

taken to heal and restore the negative impacts humans have created, and the importance of 

valuing the Earth Community as our equals.
11

 

For the purposes of this paper, the main themes I will discuss in Earth Jurisprudence can 

be synthesized as follows: the Earth has her own rights that stem from herself, the Earth and her 

                                                           
8
 Cormac Cullinan, Governing People as Members of the Earth Community, in STATE OF THE WORLD 2014: 

GOVERNING FOR SUSTAINABILITY 3 (Thomas Prugh, Michael Renner & Lisa Mastny eds., 2014), 

http://therightsofnature.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/Cullinan_GovPeople_EarthCom.pdf (last visited Apr 16, 

2015). 
9
 THOMAS BERRY, THE GREAT WORK (1999). 

10
 Id. 

11
 THOMAS BERRY, EVENING THOUGHTS 2035-54 passim (Mary Evelyn Tucker ed., 2006). 



4 

 

inhabitants cannot be owned, and the steps taken by humans to mitigate the harms is not enough; 

instead we must go further, preventing the destruction and restoring the Earth.
12

 

 In granting the Earth her own rights, we are challenged to view the laws governing 

ourselves in a way that is no longer human centered. A common theme signaling our 

anthropocentrism is the historical dominion placed on the Earth Community and devaluing its 

rights by the commodification of all the Earth offers.
13

 In other words, by attaching values to the 

Earth as a resource instead of a living entity that supports all life, we justify our egregious 

actions against it. In order to move past this destructive view of the Earth we must use Earth 

Jurisprudence as a critical lens to signal our systemic destruction and take that signal as our 

opportunity and responsibility to mitigate damage and restore the Earth’s ecosystem. 

Methodology 

 In this paper, Earth Jurisprudence serves as the larger thematic framework. Within that 

framework, this paper will use the three indicators set out in Filgueira and Mason’s article Wild 

Law: Is there Any Evidence of Earth Jurisprudence in Existing Law to specifically critique the 

wolf conservation and restoration efforts in Yellowstone National Park. Filgueira and Mason’s 

original intent was to find existing ‘wild law,’ or law that has Earth jurisprudence principles.
14

 

They defined the three specific qualifications that make up a wild law as Earth centered 

governance, the promotion of mutually enhancing relationships to the Earth Community and the 

laws would be founded on ecological governance.
15

  

 First, Earth centered governance refers to the more general principles of Earth 

Jurisprudence. A policy, law, or social movement would meet the tenet of Earth centered 
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governance if it inherently respects the rights of the Earth and Earth community because they 

hold those rights inalienably.  Also, the creation of a policy, law or social movement must be 

informed by those rights. The three minimal rights that must be respected as an Earth citizen, as 

elaborated by Thomas Berry, are “the right to be, the right to habitat and the right to fulfill its 

role in the ever-renewing process of the Earth Community.”
16

 These rights summarize the 

importance of granting rights to each Earth Community member because they exist as a part of 

the community, not as a resource or inconvenience to an anthropocentric point of view.  

 Second, mutually enhancing relationships base themselves in the idea that humans 

depend on the Earth for survival.
17

 This tenet deepens the understanding of interconnection in the 

Earth Community. It requires that policies, laws, or social movements include not only 

mitigation of harm, but a scheme to restore balance and wellbeing of the Earth Community.
18

 

This requirement emphasizes the idea that members of the Earth community must take from the 

Earth to survive, but in that taking, restorative steps are required to restore balance to the 

ecosystem. This is key since the majority of anthropocentric jurisprudence glosses over 

mitigation and rarely requires restoration, making this distinction key in identifying wild laws. 

 Finally, the most difficult requirement for a wild law is community ecological 

governance. This requisite involves the “participation of all members of the Earth Community in 

ecological governance.”
19

 This tenet requires that more than the modern anthropocentric 

jurisprudence voice is heard when crafting laws, policies or social movements. For example, 

indigenous voices representing culture, history, and tradition are given equal weight.
20

 This final 

                                                           
16

 BERRY, supra note 11. 
17

 Filgueira & Mason, supra note 13, at 197. 
18

 Id. 
19

 Id. 
20

 Id. at 198. 



6 

 

requirement would allow a more rounded method of governance, providing the most radical shift 

from our current jurisprudence.  

Taken as a whole, this framework translates well into my case study because it condenses 

the main principles of Earth Jurisprudence that are relevant to human action and governance. 

Each individual tenet will be expanded to encompass the legal action taken on behalf of the 

social movement and shifts in public opinion regarding the wolf population in North America. 

Through this methodology, I will critique the human actions through a general Earth 

Jurisprudence lens.  

Earth Centered Governance  

In order to meet the first criteria of Earth Centered governance, a policy must intrinsically 

respect the Earth and all of its inhabitants equally.
21

 The first step in restoring the devastated 

wolf population in North America was taken when the gray wolf was listed as an endangered 

species in the Federal Endangered Species Act in 1974.
22

 The Endangered Species Act or ESA 

was enacted to save species that were depleted “as a consequence of economic growth and 

development untempered by adequate concern and conservation.”
23

 In the purpose statement the 

ESA grants species value beyond naming them as a resource. It states that “fish, wildlife, and 

plants are of esthetic, ecological, educational, historical, recreational, and scientific value to the 

Nation and its people.”
24

 This was a major shift in ideology because for the first time in legal 

history, the rest of the Earth Community was mentioned to have greater value than that of a 

tradable commodity or resource. This purpose statement has the building blocks of an Earth 

Jurisprudence stance by focusing governance on more than just resource management. The 
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statement attributes each member of the Earth Community as a wealth of information and 

enjoyment, needing protection. 

In contrast to the favorable intentions of the ESA, by stating that those uses were relative 

to “the nation and its people”
25

 it once again devalues the rights of the Earth Community. It can 

be argued that due to this qualification, the ESA cannot serve as a true example of Earth 

Jurisprudence. The wording itself values the lives of endangered plants and wildlife solely to the 

benefit and enjoyment of humans. This antiquated view of the Earth Community undercuts the 

importance of their survival by valuing the importance of plants and wildlife to the extent that 

humans may enjoy them. In this view, the ESA would further anthropocentric governance values 

over the lives of endangered species by having to justify their existence in relation to humans. 

Although the act itself would not be considered to be purely a wild law, the importance of 

this law rests on its groundwork for a new way of thinking about the environment. This law 

marks one of the legal turning points for Earth Centered governance in the United States. 

Through the ESA, the federal government proposed the protection of species through 

conservation. They sought to find adequate ways of mitigation to help save species from 

imminent extinction with no other unsavory justification. The purpose behind this legislation, 

like much of the legislation proposed in the 1970s, was to protect the Earth as a whole. This 

deeply rooted intent of environmental protection shows the distinct change in view the American 

public had dealing with conservation. This change in opinion is clearly exemplified by the 

evolution of opinion dealing with the United States wolf population. In the 1920s, the 

government sanctioned killings of wolves in Yellowstone National Park.
26

 But, as early as the 

1940s, scientists such as Aldo Leopold were remarking on the importance of wolves in the 
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ecosystem.
27

 By 1986, wolf restoration efforts in Yellowstone National Park officially began.
28

 

The fundamental change in attitudes shows that public opinion affected the wolves because the 

restorative efforts were supported by the majority opinion. In this case, the historical human role 

of victim against nature was shifted to that of guardian, promoting a sense of responsibility to 

protect the species. Overall, the ESA did not provide enough evidence to meet the criterion of 

Earth Centered Governance in terms of wolf conservation, but the efforts made to save the 

wolves does hold foundations in Earth Jurisprudence.  

Mutually Enhancing Relationships 

 The basis for this tenet is that the idea of anthropocentric governance needs to be 

replaced entirely by governance that respects all beings on Earth to have their own rights. This is 

coupled with the idea that humans should mitigate harm and restore balance to the ecosystem 

when they take something from the Earth Community.
29

 In other words, if humans take 

something from the Earth, they must return something to benefit the Earth. 

 In the case of the gray wolf, once the general vilification turned into a positive view on 

the species, humans began researching ways to mitigate the harm they had created to the wolf 

population as well as restoring the well-being of those ecosystems as a whole. The first wolves 

were reintroduced in 1995 into Yellowstone National Park and Idaho.
30

 Since then, wolves have 

expanded to more of their historical habitats in Wyoming, Idaho, and Montana.
31

  

 While initial reintroduction efforts were met with a majority of positive opinion, the 

antiquated views on wolves as natural villains to humans still carried weight in the political 
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arena. On the local level, the rhetoric surrounding the conservation of wolves as a restoration 

effort was changed by the opposition to reflect that outside influence was causing the change of 

heart. This resulted in a decline in support of wolf restoration by 47% in those local 

communities.
32

 Since the negative opinions of wolves still existed, the restorative efforts were 

met with different opposition. Some oppositional groups shifted the conversation to focus 

federalism issue, instead of ecological restoration.
33

 This dialogue shift was supplemented by the 

resurfacing of myths such as, wolves eat too much livestock, or wolves eat too much elk in the 

National Parks, thereby ruining the ecosystem.
34

 

 Even though there was tension from opposition groups, reintroduction of wolves into the 

national park system proved to be successful. George Monbiot’s viral documentary, How Wolves 

Change Rivers, highlights the incredible and positive ecological transformation in Yellowstone 

National Parks after the wolves were reintroduced.
35

 The addition of wolves changed the 

ecosystem by restoring balance to it. The absence of wolves caused a disruption in the population 

of other animals, which further caused geographical changes to the ecosystem itself.
36

 The 

physical transformation of the rivers and other animal populations serves as tangible evidence to 

the impact of ecological stability. This evidence helps further the positive feelings towards 

wolves because it deepens how we think of ecological interconnectivity and helps “shift our 

perception of an ecological community from [a] hierarchy”
37

 to one of a congregation of Earth 

citizens mutually benefiting one another. Thus, the tangible evidence of positive change in the 

ecosystem serves to reinforce the newly adopted positive views further showing that “life is not 
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singular and focused on one species. Life is characterized and receives strength and resilience 

from the diverse interactions of the Earth Community.”
38

 

 Wolf reintroduction has the fundamental ideals behind mutually enhancing relationships 

because it was a way to restore the ecosystem that was damaged by the anthropocentric 

vilification of the wolf population. This step in particular was unique because it went further than 

mitigating harm by stopping the wolf hunt. It instead sought justice for a population soon to be 

extinct. The studies that followed wolf reintroduction allowed for a retroactive understanding of 

ecosystem connectivity from an Earth Community standpoint. In order for this method to be true 

wild law, the respect for interconnectivity must be intrinsically rooted in the creation for this 

policy. I believe that wolf restoration does fit this requirement of wild law. Never before was 

restorative justice for the Earth Community a priority in legal documents in the United States. 

The movement to restore wolves, albeit confronted with opposition and slow to progress, showed 

great hope for how we can change the majority of negative deep rooted opinions and find 

solutions to restore the Earth in a mutually enhancing manner. 

Foundations in Ecological Governance 

 The final requirement for a law, policy, or social movement to meet would be the 

foundations in ecological governance. This is the most radical shift from anthropocentric 

jurisprudence because it requires the consultation of voices and representations of more factors 

than just the human centered ones. Voices such as indigenous tribes, the representation of all 

Earth Community members equally, and traditional and cultural teachings should be consulted 

before crafting or developing a new law or policy.
39
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 Overall public opinion regarding the wolf population shifted positively to reflect the 

social policy changes seen since the enactment of the Endangered Species Act. A variety of 

factors helps affect public policy changes. Regarding the shift in discourse in favor of the 

wolves, factors such as media portrayals, increased environmental awareness, increased 

education, and increase in urbanization all played a role in changing the paradigm of human 

centered governance to something resembling Earth Jurisprudence principles.
40

 Yet the highly 

contested issues when discussing the wolf restoration initiative centered on wolf advocates and 

wolf opposition groups. No other voices were represented. Even the wolf advocates debated their 

side by arguing the relationship and importance saving the wolf population would have on the 

human community. The opposition spoke only of the negative impacts they perceived wolves to 

have on their livelihood and safety. Pervasive myths surrounding wolves and the killing of 

livestock continued to be presented as evidence against wolf restoration.
41

 This myths were 

further contextualized because there is a perceived right to seek wealth and land at the expense of 

the Earth Community.
42

 Although plenty of opinions were heard on both sides, no specific 

writings or policies spoke of the wolves as having their own right to the land simply because 

they have rights unrelated to humans.  

The lack of representation of the wolf population in these efforts is further exemplified by 

the listing and delisting procedures of the ESA. In order to list, or add a species to the ESA, 

rulemaking procedures must be followed. First, a species must be nominated through a petition 

and the agency must determine if it advances to the next level. Next, there is a twelve month 

finding period to collect biological data on the species in question. The “candidate” is placed in 
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the federal register and there is a 60 day comment period open to the public and a hearing is 

possibly held if requested. At the end of this process, the agency decides whether or not to list 

the species as endangered.
43

 If a species is up for delisting, or removal from the protection of the 

ESA, then the agency decides based on separate biological data, whether or not the recovery of 

the species would be affected.
44

 The entire regulatory process focuses directly on human 

knowledge and statistics based on values placed on the lives of each member of the species. If 

delisting is at issue, then the burden to prove their vulnerability is essentially up to the species in 

order to continue the protection under the ESA. This is the underlying issue of the Endangered 

Species Act and the majority of restorative efforts in the United States. Instead of preventative 

measures that take into account multiples voices of the Earth Community, a board chosen by an 

anthropocentric governance scheme retroactively tries to save the species we allowed to be 

destroyed. 

This requirement of wild law is not met by either the Endangered Species Act protection 

of wolves, or the restorative action taken to reintroduce wolves in Yellowstone National Park. 

The lack of representation of the Earth Community in the decision making processes shows that 

the current governance system still favors the human centered views on the ecosystem.  

Summary of Wolf Vilification to Restoration 

 The history of the wolf in the United States is one of great sorrow as well as success. The 

initial history begins with the devastation of the species, but steps taken to restore the population 

gives hope for a future centered on ecological governance. The Endangered Species Act and 

wolf restoration efforts serve as examples of how public opinion strongly influences animal 
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population and those opinions should be tempered by Earth Jurisprudence in order to truly 

restore the Earth. 

 Multiple factors led to the change in public opinion concerning wolves. Starting with 

awareness and education, public opinion can be taught to respect the Earth as more than just a 

resource to be exploited.
45

 To further the positive opinions, media portrayals of wolves should 

parallel the positive opinions to reinforce the goodwill towards the species. Finally, factors such 

as economic prosperity, urbanization, and generational replacement should be kept in mind as 

possible variables to opinions.
46

 Overall, opinions can be influenced by focusing on positive 

examples of wolf interactions and reducing the number of negative experiences with the wolf 

population through education and awareness.
47

 

Implications for the Florida Bear 

 The Florida black bear’s historic habitat was located everywhere in the state of Florida. 

They were listed as threatened by the state in 1974, yet they were freely hunted in the state of 

Florida until 1993 when a petition to the Florida Fish and Wildlife commission urged to close 

hunts due to lack of public support and the threatened status of the bear population.
48

 The history 

of the Florida black bear closely mirrors that of the gray wolf. As a large apex predator, the 

Florida black bear was hunted to near extinction.
49

 In 2012, the Florida black bear lost its 

threatened status and was considered recovered by the Florida government.
50

 This past year, 

within three years of their delisting, the Florida black bear was proposed to be hunted by the 
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Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission, even though updated biological review information will 

not be available until 2016.
51

 

 The main difference in the tension between bear advocates and bear hunters, from that of 

the wolf opposition, seems to lie in their success to sway the commission. Since the wolf hunting 

opposition was a clear minority, both in dialogue and in representation, the conflict could be 

swayed in favor of the wolf advocates. But the current proposal for a bear hunt in Florida centers 

the dialogue on species management and a necessity to hunt in order to fully protect humans 

from negative bear interactions. 

Unlike the Endangered Species Act and the wolf restoration efforts, the current bear 

management plan has no foundations in Ecological Governance. The Florida Fish and Wildlife 

Commission is relating the hunt to one section in a multi-faceted plan to manage negative bear 

interactions with humans. As the human population grows, it continues to eat into the natural 

bear habitat. Less habitat space coupled with accessible sources of food creates more interactions 

between humans and bears.
52

 This is a prime example of anthropocentric governance damaging 

both the ecosystem and the animal population. Instead of dealing with issues with over 

development into the bear habitat, the Florida government’s response is to only deal with the 

bears instead. Also unlike the wolf efforts, no part of the bear management plan focuses on Earth 

centered governance, mutually beneficial relationships or foundations in ecological governance.  

In the midst of this conflict, Earth advocates should employ the factors seen to positively 

influence public opinion of animal population to help save the Florida bear population from a 

bear hunt. First, starting with awareness and education, public opinion must be informed of the 

importance of the Florida Bear population as having their own rights. The public opinion must be 
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educated on the importance of having an apex predator in the ecosystem and of the devastating 

effects that occur when they are forcibly removed from their habitat. Next, media portrayals of 

bears should focus on the positive image of the bear as a citizen of the Earth Community. This 

will help solidify the evidence seen in the education component. Earth Jurisprudence principles 

should be used to further the understanding of the Earth Community and deepen the respect for 

the Florida black bear. Finally, variables in urbanization, economic changes and generational 

replacement should be kept in mind to account for any fluctuations in opinions. 

Conclusion 

The historical case study of the wolf shows how a species could be unjustly vilified by 

anthropocentric governance. This negative and uneducated opinion of the Earth community 

almost eradicated an entire species, in multiple cases. Yet, through conservation and restorative 

efforts focused on three important factors of Earth Jurisprudence, the wolf population is slowly 

but surely being restored to its historic habitat. The positive shift in opinion was studied and 

condensed into methods to solve issues with other vilified species around the globe.  

Applying the teaching of the wolf case study, the Florida black bear can be positively 

affected by a change in public opinion. This definitive paradigm shift would help save the 

population from the bear hunt proposal by using the teachings of Earth Jurisprudence.  

The vilification of animals is a pervasive problem in our society. Different species are 

considered inconvenient vermin and are killed under the guise of anthropocentric justifications. 

The Florida black bear is only one current example. Flying foxes in Australia are suffering a 

similar fate. Due to misconceptions about their eating habits, supplemented by the negative 

public opinion, flying foxes are being eradicated at an alarming rate.
53

 Due to the foundations of 
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our current governance, public opinion greatly affects all animal populations. But by using Earth 

Jurisprudence as a replacement to our anthropocentric governance system, we can finally learn to 

respect the Earth Community and value it as its own entity, instead of our current selfish ways. 

 


