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Taming rewilding - from the ecological to the social: how rewilding discourse in Scotland has come to include 1 

people. 2 

 3 

ABSTRACT  4 

 5 

Rewilding is a controversial concept increasingly being offered discursively as a solution to many problems of 6 

the so-called Anthropocene. Traditionally, rewilding has been strongly associated with ecological restoration, 7 

species reintroductions, and limited human presence and intervention. However, when we examined 8 

understandings and practices of rewilding in Scotland, our semi-structured interviews and document analysis 9 

drew attention to recent changes in, and the dynamics of, rewilding discourse. These highlighted interactions 10 

between calls for ‘repeopling’, concerns over a ‘new Clearances’ and reintroduction conflicts, and drivers for 11 

community empowerment and rural economic regeneration, leading to an emerging discourse which 12 

emphasized the role of people within rewilding.  13 

 14 

We identified four important new storylines in Scotland: (i) people are an essential part of rewilding; (ii) 15 

rewilding and repeopling are compatible; (iii) rewilding will transform local rural economies; and (iv) animal 16 

reintroductions are not essential for rewilding. The dynamics of the discourse were characterised by three 17 

features: (a) adaptive organisational positioning in relation to the term ‘rewilding’; (b) floating signifiers and 18 

incoherence; and (c) reflexive control of the narrative. Some of the adaptive positioning appeared to be purely 19 

rhetorical. There was limited detail or practical evidence of the inclusive participation of people in rewilding 20 

decisions, or of a well-developed socio-economic rationale for rewilding. An important challenge for the 21 

development of rewilding in Scotland and elsewhere thus relates to how these human dimensions are 22 

articulated and realised without compromising the ecological potential of the concept. 23 

 24 

Keywords - Rewilding, discourse analysis, storylines, discourse dynamics, repeopling 25 

 26 
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Highlights 27 

 28 

 Scottish rewilding discourse emphasizes the role and positioning of people 29 

 Discursive reaction to socio-economic concerns shifts ecological focus of rewilding 30 

 Storylines describe people enabling, benefiting and compatible with ecological aims 31 

 Discourse demonstrates adaptive positioning, incoherence, and reflexivity 32 

 Challenge to articulate human dimensions but not compromise ecological potential  33 

 34 

1 Introduction 35 

The alteration of the global environment by humans, encapsulated by the notion of the ‘Anthropocene’ and 36 

focussed on problems such as species extinction, habitat loss and climate breakdown, permeates popular 37 

culture (Ellis, 2018). Interrelated are a myriad of new and evolving narratives about how land should be used, 38 

what kind of food we produce and eat, and the impact of population growth and resource consumption on 39 

the health and space available for wildlife and natural processes (FAO, 2020; IPBES, 2019). Rewilding is seen 40 

as one possible solution to these problems. Not surprisingly, rewilding discourse is adapting to these 41 

challenges, as it reflects, and reacts to broader societal change. We argue here that this adaptation process 42 

currently involves a fundamental conceptual shift characterised by an emphasis on the role and positioning of 43 

people within the rewilding paradigm. We propose that this process of change is significant, meriting an in-44 

depth investigation both in its own right – as an interesting case of discursive dynamics – and as an important 45 

foundation for an improved understanding of future rewilding practice and rewilding-related conflicts. 46 

 47 

Rewilding is a concept born out of the field of nature conservation, specifically building on the more 48 

established activities of ecological restoration and species reintroduction, broadly aiming to restore natural 49 

processes and ecosystem functionality (du Toit and Pettorelli, 2019).  The history of the concept, theoretical 50 

underpinnings, definition and practices are however multi-faceted (Lorimer et al., 2015). Rewilding and the 51 

academic discourse surrounding it have been evolving for nearly 30 years. From a conservation concept 52 
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originating in North America (Foreman, 1992), associated with wilderness and encapsulated by the “three Cs: 53 

Cores, Corridors and Carnivores” of Soulé and Noss (1998), rewilding has been associated with a range of 54 

diverse ecological approaches from trophic cascades and Pleistocene baselines to taxon substitution and self-55 

sustaining novel ecosystems (Corlett, 2016a, 2016b).  For some, rewilding is a direct reaction to the mixed 56 

fortunes of conservation practices, which have traditionally sought to protect selected species or habitats, 57 

often through halting or manipulating succession processes (Perino et al., 2019). For others, it is part of a wider 58 

philosophy where rewilding is presented as a solution to humanity’s global impact on the environment in the 59 

‘Anthropocene’ (Svenning, et al., 2016), or expanded to encompass the intrinsic rights of nature (Genes et al., 60 

2019). Some commentators concentrate more specifically on the terminology than the practice, and on the 61 

precise definition and typologies of ‘rewilding’. Here, key debates focus on its specificity, utility and the exact 62 

relationship between human and non-human elements (Gammon, 2018; Jørgensen, 2015; Prior and Ward, 63 

2016).  64 

 65 

The last decade has seen rewilding increasingly enter more mainstream discourse particularly within the UK 66 

and Europe. In 2010, the verb ‘rewild’ was first included in the Oxford English Dictionary and the term and 67 

underlying concept began to gain wider societal traction, both influenced and evidenced by literary works such 68 

as Feral (Monbiot, 2013) and Wilding (Tree, 2018). Rewilding discourse has now spread well beyond academia 69 

and the conservation sector into wider debates relating to agricultural practices, food security, and natural 70 

capital (e.g., NFUS, 2016; ZSL, 2020). The UK parliament recently debated the potential of rewilding to help 71 

tackle climate and ecological breakdown (UK Government, 2019) and the policy openings offered by Brexit are 72 

also being discussed as potential opportunities for the rewilding movement and more nature-led land 73 

management within the UK (Sandom et al., 2019; Wynne-Jones et al., 2020). In December 2019, rewilding was 74 

selected as a close contender for the word of the year1 and there has been a documented rise in the number 75 

 
1 Collins Dictionary monitor a 9.5bn word corpus compiling an annual list of 10 new and notable terms. In 2019, this included rewilding 
(Rewilding Britain, 2019).  
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of projects describing themselves as rewilding or associating with a rewilding approach (Pettorelli et al., 2019; 76 

Sandom et al., 2016).  77 

 78 

Rewilding advocates generally describe a process which ideally leads to minimal intervention as ecosystem 79 

function is restored and natural processes can dominate, utilizing “nature’s own ways” (Rewilding Europe, 80 

2020a). This implies a significant change to many established land management practices and relationships 81 

built on manipulating or controlling nature (Drenthen, 2015). A focus on nature’s autonomy also differs from 82 

more traditional ‘protectionist’ and ‘interventionist’ conservation approaches (Corlett, 2016a). Delving 83 

deeper, some have highlighted that despite stressing non-human agency, rewilding is fundamentally a human 84 

construct and aspiration (Drenthen, 2018a; Wynne-Jones, Strouts and Holmes, 2018). Rewilding is not just a 85 

conservation practice but involves a process of landscape interpretation, often set against historical and 86 

cultural narratives and centred around the role of humans, in particular as a force of landscape change 87 

(Drenthen, 2018b; Gammon, 2018). Rewilding therefore not only has the potential to directly impact on 88 

existing land uses and livelihoods, but it has a strong moral component. It touches on people’s identities and 89 

fundamental values and raises questions about how they interact with the natural world, often creating 90 

tensions (Drenthen, 2018b). These tensions can generate or amplify conflict (Carver, 2016; Skogen et al., 2008; 91 

Wynne-Jones, Sophie; Strouts, Graham; and Holmes, 2018). Also within the academic debate, there are those 92 

who remain more cautious about rewilding, arguing it is ‘fuzzy’, ill-defined, poorly understood, or 93 

unpredictable (Hayward et al., 2019; Nogués-Bravo et al., 2016; Rubenstein and Rubenstein, 2016). All of 94 

which contrasts with those proponents who argue rewilding holds the promise of a necessary and beneficial 95 

change in our relationship with the natural world (Monbiot, 2013).  96 

 97 

Such debates about the definition, scientific rationale, practice, and value of rewilding thus involve controversy 98 

and discursive complexity. Multiplicity of claims and argumentative struggle tend to be a characteristic of 99 

environmental discourse in general (Dryzek, 2013; Hajer, 1995) and we contend that rewilding discourse 100 

displays these hallmarks acutely, exhibiting the features of an argumentative game (Hajer, 1995). In Scotland 101 
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currently, a very dynamic discourse exists where actors are actively and passionately positioning themselves 102 

and competing to define what rewilding is and importantly what it can achieve. We used a grounded 103 

qualitative approach (Creswell and Creswell, 2018) to investigate the recent evolution of the rewilding concept 104 

and rewilding discourse, specifically within a Scottish context. Rewilding in Scotland has traditionally been 105 

strongly associated with the restoration of natural ecological processes and habitats, species reintroductions, 106 

specifically apex predators, and limited human presence and intervention, influenced by notions of 107 

remoteness and the characterisation of wild land (Brown et al., 2012; Carver et al., 2012; Deary and Warren, 108 

2017). However, our work identified a rewilding discourse in Scotland dynamically interacting with 109 

reintroduction conflicts, calls for ‘repeopling’, concerns over a ‘new Clearances’, and drivers for community 110 

empowerment and rural economic regeneration, a discourse which was emphasizing a qualitatively new role 111 

and positioning for people within the rewilding concept. Our study therefore set out, by means of discourse 112 

analysis, to: (i) investigate how the role and positioning of people in rewilding in Scotland was being 113 

articulated; (ii) explore how this discourse had emerged and was evolving; and (iii) explore the implications for 114 

ongoing rewilding efforts.  115 

 116 

2 Theoretical Frame 117 

2.1 Discourse analysis 118 

 119 

The value of discourse analysis for investigating struggles over environmental issues has been demonstrated 120 

by numerous studies (Alexander, 2009; Dryzek, 2013; Feindt and Oels, 2005; Leipold et al., 2019). A discourse 121 

perspective is analytically useful because it puts an emphasis on the communication process through which 122 

knowledge, ideas, and understandings are exchanged and therefore not only helps to identify the features of 123 

that discourse (what is talked about), but can help to explain how and why that discourse changes over time 124 

(how things are talked about) (Hajer and Versteeg, 2005). Here, we use it to examine changes in the 125 

conceptualisation of the phenomenon of rewilding. In this paper, we draw directly on the work of Hajer (1995, 126 

2003, Hajer and Versteeg, 2005) employing his understanding of discourse “as a specific ensemble of ideas, 127 
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concepts, and categorizations that is produced, reproduced, and transformed in a particular set of practices 128 

and through which meaning is given to physical and social realities” (1995: p60). Hajer’s approach to discourse 129 

analysis provides the flexibility to capture a range of discourse elements, from storylines to positioning and 130 

argumentation, in relation to both the content and context of discourse. His approach is particularly useful in 131 

terms of argumentative analysis, which facilitates an exploration of dynamics: how discourse is produced, 132 

negotiated, countered, and transformed by individual actors and organisations. 133 

 134 

2.2 Storylines 135 

 136 

Hajer (1995) specifically advances the concept of the ‘storyline’ in discourse analysis. A storyline is a key theme 137 

or central idea in a narrative or debate. Storylines have two main functions. First, they cluster knowledge, 138 

often summarised around a simplified idea, and reduce discursive complexity (e.g., by suggesting that ongoing 139 

debates are already concluded or that greater clarification is not required). Second, the use of storylines 140 

implies unity and a common understanding. These features allow actors to expand beyond their own expertise 141 

and position themselves within a discourse with or without a corresponding change in practice. With 142 

increasing use, storylines can develop an almost self-evident truth creating (temporary) permanency in 143 

debates. Storylines can become a discursive symbol for coalitions amongst actors without necessarily 144 

containing a shared meaning, internal logic, or coherence: “even when actors share a specific set of storylines, 145 

they might interpret the meaning of these storylines rather differently” (Hajer and Versteeg, 2005: p177).  146 

 147 

The storylines approach has been effectively employed not only to describe the content of particular 148 

discourses but to explore discursive processes and discourse shifts in relation to a number of key 149 

environmental agendas such as animal reintroductions (Arts et al., 2012), climate change (Bäckstrand and 150 

Lövbrand, 2006), and raptor conservation (Hodgson et al., 2018). As well as being able to encompass differing 151 

interpretations and therefore offer varied possibilities for different actor positions to speak about and act in 152 

relation to an environmental issue, storylines are also not static; they allow an analysis of change by 153 
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emphasising active reproduction but also discursive transformation by actors, when ideas, concepts and 154 

meanings within the discourse are altered. It is through the emergence of new or modified storylines that 155 

understandings can be reordered and therefore “finding the appropriate story-line becomes an important form 156 

of agency” (Hajer, 1995: p56). 157 

 158 

2.3 Discourse dynamics  159 

 160 

A key facet of storylines is their ‘multi-interpretability’, allowing diverse actors to coalesce around them. 161 

Counterintuitively, the political power of text can actually depend not on consistency but on a loss of meaning 162 

as this provides the opportunity for different actors to create their own understanding of an issue. This allows 163 

reinterpretation and the filling in of gaps and ambiguities which are intrinsic to the text. A related and 164 

important concept is the 'floating signifier’ (Laclau, 2014), a word or phrase where the relationship between 165 

the signifier and signified is very loose. ‘Floating’ occurs when the signifier’s meaning can be different within 166 

and across discourses and “requires a tendential emptiness” (Laclau, 2014: p20). Floating signifiers and multi-167 

interpretability can therefore be instrumental in achieving acceptability within a discourse, allowing an array 168 

of different organisations and actors to come together around a storyline to which they can ascribe a range of 169 

ideas and meanings. These are also important features which allow actors to actively position themselves. Over 170 

time, actors can perpetuate an understanding, try to reframe its meaning (e.g., influence a definition), 171 

renegotiate their position with regards to it, or counter it with new knowledge to create a different 172 

understanding (Hajer and Versteeg, 2005).  173 

 174 

Gustafsson (2013) analysed storylines, floating signifiers, and positioning related to the concept of biodiversity, 175 

concluding that they allowed different subject positions to be expressed and enacted. Similarly, a study by 176 

Kögl and Kurz (2013) demonstrated that sustainable development could be understood as a floating signifier 177 

within EU energy policy, open to different ascriptions of meaning which enabled different forms of action. 178 

These concepts are drawn together within Hajer’s ‘argumentative approach’, which looks at inter-discursive 179 
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communication and how different actors compete to achieve hegemony and “secure support for their 180 

definition of reality” (Hajer, 1995: p59). Fundamental to our application of discourse analysis to Scottish 181 

rewilding is its ability to capture change. Through the examination not just of storylines, but the positioning, 182 

applied meanings, and argumentation which surround them, we can achieve a greater understanding of the 183 

dynamics and explain some of the mechanisms by which discourses are reproduced or change (Hajer and 184 

Versteeg, 2005).  185 

 186 

3 The Scottish Context 187 

3.1 Scottish land ownership and rural land use 188 

 189 

From an ecological perspective, rewilding in Scotland presents particular challenges. Land cover is the result 190 

of millennia of human intervention (Tipping, 1994). Some previously present species still found elsewhere in 191 

Europe have been extinct for decades or even centuries – such as lynx, wolf, and bear. During their absence, 192 

ecosystems and culture have changed significantly and there is considerable potential for conflict between 193 

existing land uses and proposed rewilding activities (Coz and Young, 2020; Wilson, 2004). Scotland’s island 194 

geography makes recolonisation through migration and natural range expansion as is happening elsewhere 195 

on the continent (although not without controversy) unlikely if not impossible for many species. Scotland also 196 

has one of the most concentrated patterns of large-scale private land ownership in the developed world (Glenn 197 

et al., 2019), a land ownership context that has influenced land use and management practices for centuries 198 

(Glass et al., 2013). A response to this has been the continuing development of a land reform agenda (Land 199 

Reform Review Group, 2014), and the establishment of the Scottish Land Commission (SLC)2. Reflecting this 200 

broader agenda for reform, the Scottish Government (2017) developed a Scottish Land Rights and 201 

Responsibility Statement (LRRS) which emphasises greater collaboration and community engagement in 202 

decisions about land.  203 

 
2 The Scottish Land Commission is a public body established on 1 April 2017 by the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2016 and wholly 
funded by the Scottish Government. 
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 204 

Rewilding at a simple level is an issue of land use and any discussion about change in rural land use, particularly 205 

in the Highlands and Islands, also sits within the legacy of the Clearances, a historic period (1750-1850) of 206 

forced out-migration, where rural communities were replaced with agricultural livestock across large parts of 207 

Scotland (Devine, 2018). This is compounded by post-WWII depopulation and demographic ageing throughout 208 

rural Scotland (Stockdale, 2006), with analysis projecting long-term continued population decline in sparsely 209 

populated area (SPAs) (Copus & Hopkins, 2018). Crucially, demographic  issues are perceived as a fundamental 210 

challenge for rural community sustainability, particularly in remote rural areas (Scottish Government, 2019). 211 

However, many SPAs broadly correspond to, or border Wild Land Areas. These have been defined as non-212 

statutory but nationally important “extensive areas of high wildness” by NatureScot (2017), representing a 213 

different set of values and priorities for land. All together, these factors create a complex set of discourses 214 

linked to land, nature, people, legitimacy and power (e.g. Brown, 2007; Dinnie et al., 2015), within which 215 

rewilding must find its place. 216 

 217 

3.2 Scotland and rewilding 218 

 219 

Within the UK, rewilding has been considered a less distinct movement than for example in North America 220 

(Brown et al., 2012), and studies investigating species reintroduction and habitat restoration within Scotland 221 

have traditionally not been set within the framework and terminology of rewilding (e.g. Manning et al., 2009; 222 

Newton et al., 2001). Much reintroduction and restoration research carried out in Scotland continues 223 

independent of a rewilding frame (e.g. Gaywood, 2018; Johnson and Greenwood, 2020; Ludwig et al., 2019); 224 

however, the use of the term has continued to develop. It is probable that multiple factors have contributed 225 

to this adoption of rewilding language in Scotland, such as the establishment of Rewilding Britain (2015), 226 

organisational rebranding around rewilding (e.g. Trees for Life, 2020), European research identifying 227 

agricultural land abandonment as an opportunity for longer term rewilding (e.g. Navarro and Pereira, 2012), 228 

the establishment of the Scottish Rewilding Alliance (2019), and wider recognition of the importance of large-229 
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scale conservation and ecosystem restoration (Eigenbrod et al., 2017). A likely further contributory factor has 230 

been the growing popularity and development of rewilding and rewilding-associated projects over recent 231 

years. This includes long-running projects such as Glenlude (John Muir Trust), Carrifran (Borders Forest Trust), 232 

and Dundreggan (Trees for Life) which are all pursuing native woodland regeneration; and the successful 233 

reintroduction of beavers to Knapdale, Argyll. In addition, there are high profile collaborative partnership 234 

projects such as Cairngorms Connect which seek to bring multiple landowners together to reinstate natural 235 

processes and improve ecological function at a landscape scale. All these projects, through their existence, 236 

promotion, popularity or notoriety, in turn, appear to stimulate the increased use of rewilding vocabulary and 237 

ideas.   238 

 239 

Social science research explicitly into rewilding in Scotland is limited. A small number of studies have, however, 240 

analysed aspects of rewilding and rewilding-related discourse in Scotland. Notably, rewilding in Scotland has 241 

been associated with notions of ‘wild’ and ‘wilderness’, concepts which have been linked to remoteness and 242 

lack of human presence (McMorran et al., 2008). Deary and Warren's work (2019, 2017) investigated 243 

understandings and practices of rewilding amongst estate managers in the Scottish uplands, identifying that 244 

despite sharing a remit for ‘wildland management’ there was significant divergence in the interpretations and 245 

practices of rewilding. Within the continuum of viewpoints expressed, the authors were able to classify 246 

‘centres of gravity’ based on the degree to which managers emphasised three key aspects: nature’s autonomy, 247 

active restoration, and the maintenance of wildness within cultural landscapes. Arts et al. (2012, 2014) 248 

meanwhile explored the rhetoric, argumentation and governance of species reintroductions, identifying that 249 

pro-reintroduction argumentation had, over time, become more ‘armoured’ and ‘advanced’. Proponents of 250 

reintroductions demonstrated a reflexive awareness of potential issues which, for example, led to an over-251 

proliferation of information and a tendency to promote expert documentation which ultimately stifled 252 

deliberation.  253 

 254 
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In their study of organisational discourses in raptor and grouse moor management conflict, Hodgson et al. 255 

(2018) highlighted that conflicts are often embedded within wider debates about land, its use, ownership, and 256 

how natural resources are governed. Through detailed discourse analysis, they identified that species could 257 

become symbols for conflicts that are really “between the divergent interests and values of the people 258 

involved” (p332), concluding from their work that discursive contestation at the strategic organisational level 259 

can be damaging to conflict mitigation. In addition, Bone (2018) explored rewilding in the Scottish Highlands, 260 

including the way in which discourses around rewilding are constructed by both advocates and critics, 261 

identifying tensions with traditional conservationism and challenges with respect to perceived risks from 262 

predatory species reintroduction. These studies reflect debates considered relevant at the time e.g., 263 

particularly around species reintroduction, demonstrating how discourse is situated temporally and can 264 

change relatively rapidly. They also demonstrate the diversity of viewpoints and interpretations of rewilding 265 

and patterns in terms of discourse development, dynamics, and the use of storylines.  266 

 267 

Our research builds on this, concentrating directly on the concept of rewilding which in Scotland is fraught 268 

with difficulty and potential controversy. Our focus on Scotland does not however limit the transferability of 269 

the findings. As will become apparent, the emerging storylines and insight into discourse dynamics have 270 

implications in the wider UK, Europe, and beyond. Although there is a uniqueness to the Scottish situation, 271 

which is central to the analysis presented here, there are connections and links to an evolving field of rewilding 272 

research encompassing other parts of the UK (notably: Sandom and Wynne-Jones, 2019; Wynne-Jones, 273 

Sophie; Strouts, Graham; and Holmes, 2018; Wynne-Jones et al., 2020). Sandom and Wynne-Jones’s (2019) 274 

chapter reviewing Britain as a rewilding case study, highlights the ongoing and varied developments across 275 

rewilding projects as practitioners respond to public attitudes, conflicts and tensions between stakeholders, 276 

wider changes in the policy landscape around subsidies and community engagement, as well as fundamental 277 

questions about human-environment relationships.   278 

 279 

4 Methodology 280 
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4.1 Data and sampling 281 

 282 

Our first step in investigating the storylines and dynamics of rewilding discourse in Scotland was to interrogate 283 

selected organisational documentation (n=18 documents). We were interested in texts which contributed to 284 

rewilding discourse (e.g., what rewilding is, what it is not, and what it can achieve) and our search, carried out 285 

in 2019, included official ‘position statements’ and textual content produced by organisations with an active 286 

role in rewilding, nature conservation, and rural land management or community development.  Except for one 287 

British rewilding organisation, we focused on organisations operating exclusively in Scotland (or with a Scottish 288 

arm). Analysed text sources varied in length but followed a relatively prescriptive structure presenting a 289 

description of what rewilding is, its benefits, and the problems to which it offers potential solutions. None of 290 

the material predated 2015 and much of it, especially text on website pages, had been updated in the previous 291 

2 years.  292 

 293 

Based on an initial review and broad coding of this material, we identified nine key stakeholders engaging with 294 

rewilding discourse in Scotland. This formed the basis for in-depth semi-structured interviews, carried out in 295 

2019, with senior level staff, defined as those involved in strategic decisions within the organisation. A further 296 

three interviews were completed (n=12 interviews, see Table 1) with representatives from public bodies 297 

providing important context to rewilding discourse, specifically the emerging storylines around people and rural 298 

economic regeneration. The research was also informed by a range of supplementary material indicating the 299 

wider discursive context around rewilding and included fieldnotes and reflections from numerous informal 300 

discussions, conference and talk attendance, and engagement with social and print media (e.g., Houses of 301 

Parliament, 2016; Scotland the Big Picture, 2020). 302 

 303 

Table 1 

Research data. 

Organisation type Interviews Written material Sub-categories of written material* 

   PS TP RM 
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Rewilding Projects - 3 - 2 1 

Conservation NGOs 5 5 2 2 1 

Non-Conservation NGOs 4 7 1 2 4 

Public Bodies 3 3 1 1 1 

Total 12 18 4 7 7 

Key Documents  

 The John Muir Trust. Rewilding: Restoring Ecosystems for Nature and People. Policy Position, March 2015. 

 Scottish Natural Heritage. SNH position on rewilding. Position Statement, July 2015. 

 The Woodland Trust. ‘Rewilding’ - working with nature. Position Statement, April 2017. 

 Community Land Scotland. Position paper on 'rewilding'. Position Paper, November 2017. 

 The John Muir Trust. Wildness. Paper, October 2018. 

 Cairngorms National Park Authority. Rewilding (p10). Cairngorms Nature Action Plan 2019-2024. 

 Mountaineering Scotland. Landuse and wildlife (p6). Conservation Strategy, June 2019. 

 The Croft Woodlands Project. Rewilding (p234). Highlands and Islands Woodlands Handbook. 2019. 

 Rewilding Britain. Principles of rewilding. Webpage accessed 2019 and 2020. 

 Trees for Life. What is rewilding? Webpage accessed 2019 and 2020. 

 Scotland the Big Picture. What is rewilding? Webpage accessed 2019 and 2020. 

* Notes 

Written material on rewilding varies, this has been categorised as follows:   

 PS is an official ‘position statement’ or policy on rewilding. 

 TP is a titled paragraph(s) e.g., ‘what is rewilding’ in official documentation or dedicated section on a website. 

 RM is the mention of ‘rewilding’ within broader material e.g., strategy documents or website blogs / articles.  

 304 

Semi-structured interviews were undertaken as they offered the opportunity for greater exploration into the 305 

conceptualisations, perceptions, and opinions of those engaged in rewilding discourse than document analysis 306 

alone (Wilson, 2013). An interview topic guide was developed, comprising a series of open-ended questions 307 

(see Table 2). This aimed to achieve a balance between providing context to discussions (e.g., exploring 308 

perceptions of the role of people in rewilding) whilst not leading or constraining interviewee responses.  309 

 310 

Table 2  

Interview topic guide and sample questions. 

Topics Sample Questions 

1. Definition of Rewilding - 

Perspective and Rationale 

 

 

1.1. How would you personally define rewilding? 

1.2. Has this understanding changed over time? 

1.3. In your view, are there any issues with the definition / perceptions of rewilding? 

 

2.1 How do we decide on approaches and processes undertaken in rewilding initiatives? 
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2. Practice of Rewilding - 

Governance 

 

 

 

3. Practice of Rewilding - 

People and Communities 

 

2.2 Who do you think should be involved in rewilding governance and decision-making? 

2.3 Who do you think should be involved in rewilding projects in practice 

(implementation)? 

 

3.1 In your view, is there a relationship between rewilding and repeopling? 

3.2 What levels of intervention or management do you think are necessary in rewilding?  

3.3 What nature of interaction would you like to see between people and rewilded 

areas? 

 311 

In comparison to the textual material, the interviews afforded a more nuanced discussion, depth, and richness 312 

of data. They often provided very personal and passionate perspectives with interviewees reflexively 313 

presenting detailed arguments about what rewilding is, what it can potentially achieve, how it should be taken 314 

forward and by whom. Ultimately, this combined approach allowed us to compare the published ‘corporate’ 315 

positions on rewilding and the more informal, ‘individual’ views of interviewees, providing important insight 316 

into the relationship between discursive content and context (Hajer, 1995). In focussing on those currently 317 

active in rewilding discourse, much of our material derives from organisations which could be considered as 318 

‘proponents’ or ‘supporters’ of the rewilding approach (even though interpretations of ‘rewilding’ would vary). 319 

However, our analysis was also informed by the arguments and views of those more cautious or sceptical of 320 

rewilding. To satisfy ethical concerns and requirements, all participating individuals have been anonymised 321 

throughout this research. 322 

 323 

4.2 Analysis and the coding process 324 

 325 

The selected documentation and interview transcripts were analysed in NVivo12. Coding initially focused on 326 

examination of content and the inductive identification of a wide variety of themes within the written material 327 

(e.g., rewilding uses nature’s autonomy, rewilding needs human management, rewilding will facilitate nature-328 

based tourism). Themes were then evaluated, exploring those which could potentially be grouped (e.g., degree 329 

of intervention in rewilding, the role of people in rewilding, the economic opportunities of rewilding) and then 330 

recoded into potential storylines. During the process of document analysis, we identified an interesting and 331 
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novel development in the conceptualisation of ‘people in rewilding’ which then informed the structure of the 332 

interviews. Following the same initial coding process, the interview transcripts were analysed, which allowed 333 

us to iteratively re-examine and refine our themes and proposed storylines. We focused on those storylines 334 

that were not present in existing rewilding literature at the time (e.g., people are an essential part of rewilding). 335 

The next stage of analysis involved revisiting all our material and investigating the specific and recurrent 336 

arguments, propositions, and in some cases contradictions, indicating the underlying dynamics of those 337 

selected storylines. Finally, examining how those storylines were being constructed, negotiated, and related 338 

to within the interviews and written material, allowed us to ultimately capture change within the discourse 339 

(Wertz et al., 2011).  340 

 341 

Our analytical process reflected Hajer’s (1995) approach to discourse analysis which centres on the ways in 342 

which storylines are employed in interactive argumentation (see Section 2). The storylines we identified made 343 

argumentative dynamics visible, as the ideas contained within were being described relationally: they were 344 

interconnected to and were often given in direct response to other ideas or propositions contained within 345 

rewilding discourse. Storylines and the resulting discourse features (e.g., adaptive organisational positioning, 346 

reflexivity, incoherence etc.) revealed aspects of the communicative process and underpinned how specific 347 

rewilding ideas were being expressed. In particular, the data demonstrated clear argumentative reactions to 348 

perceived negatives; for example, participants responded to the claim that rewilding does not include people 349 

with the directly connected counterclaim that it does. In the next section, we present our findings, firstly 350 

exploring the identification of new storylines in rewilding discourse in Scotland. Secondly, we consider the 351 

dynamics of how these storylines have developed and emerged.  352 

 353 

5 Findings 354 

We found that within Scottish rewilding discourse there was considerable discussion about people – either 355 

explicitly or implicitly. This was not exclusive; the discourse still contained many other components including 356 

established ecological narratives and traditional arguments about ‘wildness’ and nature’s autonomy. 357 
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However, arguments that rewilding includes people were strong and articulated in specific and novel ways. 358 

Our analysis therefore focused on this aspect of rewilding discourse, and we identified four relevant storylines: 359 

- (i) people are an essential part of rewilding; (ii) rewilding and repeopling are compatible; (iii) rewilding will 360 

transform local rural economies; and (iv) animal reintroductions are not essential for rewilding. We have 361 

separated out these storylines for clarity, however, as should become apparent, there is a degree of inter-362 

connectedness between them. When analysed, these storylines revealed a surprising diversity of ideas, 363 

propositions, and arguments. 364 

 365 

5.1 People are an essential part of rewilding 366 

 367 

There were two elements within this storyline which emerged from the research. The first and perhaps most 368 

fundamental argument was that people were an essential part of the process as they were key beneficiaries 369 

of rewilding. This was clearly stated in most of the pro-rewilding official organisational text, encapsulated by 370 

statements such as: “rewilding brings benefits to people and wildlife” (Organisation A). This was taken further 371 

by some through the proposition that the societal and environmental benefits sought from a rewilding 372 

approach were unlikely to be successful if people were excluded from the process. The second element was 373 

an acknowledgement of human agency and the role of people in choosing to rewild alongside existing land 374 

management practices. This was developed through the argument that pro-active intervention by people was 375 

a necessary part of a rewilding approach: “people, communities and livelihoods are key. Rewilding embraces 376 

the role of people – and their cultural and economic connections to the land” (Organisation B). It was also 377 

argued that rewilding could facilitate improved human-nature relationships.  378 

 379 

This storyline was strongly reinforced through arguments about what rewilding was not: “rewilding is not 380 

about recreating an environment as it was at a particular point in the past. Nor is it about excluding people” 381 

(Organisation C). Almost all of those interviewed argued that people, communities and the wider public, were 382 

key to rewilding in terms of their engagement with the vision, with rewilding’s wider social acceptability being 383 
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important and that it must be “absolutely about involving people” (SI#1 Public Body). Overall, this storyline 384 

was perhaps best encapsulated by this statement: “the key to rewilding’s success is people. People to enable 385 

it, people to gain from it and people to enjoy it” (Organisation D). This storyline was present across all our 386 

material. However, within some of the interviews, the role of, or benefits to people were discussed in more 387 

reticent or qualified terms. The degree to which pursuing rewilding would provide benefits to people was not 388 

considered as definitive as some of the more positive rhetoric suggested. Some interviewees argued that 389 

people should benefit from rewilding but not that they automatically would. The proposition that rewilding 390 

could accommodate existing land management practices and ways of making a living, specifically in rural areas, 391 

was also not necessarily accepted. There was concern in particular that the economic case for rewilding still 392 

needed to be made, with one interviewee cautioning that rewilding “must not be to the exclusion of people or 393 

people's livelihoods” (OI#6 Non-conservation NGO). Whilst a small selection of people would clearly be 394 

involved in rewilding, a more precise explanation of what the interaction between communities and the public 395 

more generally and a rewilded landscape would be, was lacking within the discourse.  396 

 397 

5.2 Repeopling and rewilding are compatible   398 

 399 

The second storyline built on the first and within our material the place of people within a rewilded landscape 400 

was an important component. For rewilding advocates this was unambiguous: “a wilder Scotland is not a 401 

people-less Scotland, it is a place where nature and people thrive together” (Organisation E). Proponents 402 

argued that there was no inherent conflict between a vision for more people living in rural parts of Scotland, 403 

specifically the Highlands, and the rewilding agenda. This storyline had also begun to emerge in popular 404 

discourse (Baynes, 2019) and represented a direct response to concerns about rewilding aims being 405 

incompatible with the resettlement of landscapes. Specifically, the storyline presented a clear attempt to 406 

address, “a perception that rewilding equals de-peopling...you know the Clearances” and concerns that “we 407 

must not talk about rewilding because it [incorrectly] means getting people off the land and letting it turn back 408 

to nature” (SI#1 Public Body).  409 
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 410 

The influence of associated discussions about ‘wild land’ on this storyline was also apparent. Within Scotland, 411 

Wild Land Areas (WLAs) (NatureScot, 2017) are partly defined based on relative remoteness from human 412 

settlements and partly based on a lack of modern ‘human artefacts’. WLAs are identified as nationally 413 

important and their ‘wild character’ required to be considered in relation to planning (Scottish Government, 414 

2014). They are not a statutory designation and no explicit link is made to rewilding. However, in discussing 415 

rewilding, interviewees referenced ongoing disagreements about the current definition and categorisation of 416 

‘wild land’ and the degree to which this represented historically uninhabited areas to be protected from 417 

development and settlement. The data demonstrated a clear discursive interaction between debates about 418 

wild land, land reform, calls for rural repopulation, and concerns that rewilding efforts could cause a ‘second 419 

Clearances’. One interviewee went even further and talked about active repeopling in parallel with rewilding 420 

arguing that “rewilding will sustain repeopling…rewilding and repeopling, as they call it, are compatible, are 421 

very compatible” (OI#1 Conservation NGO). However, the detail as to how rewilding specifically incorporated 422 

existing rural communities and potentially more people living in the countryside, remained unclear. 423 

 424 

5.3 Rewilding will transform local rural economies 425 

 426 

A significant element within rewilding discourse centred on the perceived economic opportunities and impacts 427 

of rewilding, encompassed by the proposition that rewilding would help to transform local rural economies 428 

and could drive economic regeneration. This developed the idea that people would benefit from rewilding, 429 

with actors linking a rewilding approach very specifically to job creation and a more sustainable and 430 

economically viable use of the land. It was argued by some that not only did rewilding offer potential for 431 

sustaining people in their existing economic relationships to the land (as explored in the first storyline), but 432 

that rewilding could provide new and in some cases more viable opportunities than current land use and 433 

management approaches: “Rewilding brings fresh ideas and approaches which allows natural processes to 434 
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flourish alongside productive land management and building diverse, nature-based economies that support 435 

robust, resilient communities” (Organisation A).  436 

 437 

Fundamentally, a detailed economic rationale for rewilding at large scales was, however, largely absent from 438 

much of the current rewilding discourse. Within the interviews, most rewilding proponents described generic 439 

economic opportunities such as ‘nature-based enterprises’, with a focus on recreation and tourism and more 440 

limited consumptive uses. One interviewee talked of potential payments specifically for carbon offset. Whilst 441 

a role for temporary visitors was described, the exact role of those who were permanent - communities, 442 

residents, and people who currently do, or may wish to make a living from the land in the future - was far less 443 

clearly articulated. This gap was found throughout the data. One interviewee touched upon the potential 444 

economic feasibility of such plans, arguing: “but again, it will take decades for the full eco-system to adapt and 445 

come into its own, only then can you start marketing in any meaningful way” (OI#5 Non-conservation NGO). 446 

However, such more critical stances were not often expressed. 447 

 448 

5.4 Animal reintroductions are not essential for rewilding 449 

 450 

Our fourth storyline identified a decreased emphasis on reintroductions, specifically large animals and in 451 

particular carnivores, within Scottish rewilding discourse. This was represented by the proposition that these 452 

had become an optional component, illustrated by one extreme that “rewilding isn't just about releasing large 453 

animals and, in fact, doesn't have to include reintroduced species at all” (Organisation F). A second element 454 

identified in this storyline related to a strong emphasis on the requirement for wider societal consent in future 455 

animal reintroductions. Most interviewees talked (without prompting) about lynx, beaver, or wolves with 456 

respect to the controversy these had generated but also the role of large animals in ecosystem function within 457 

rewilding. Within our data overall however, reference to reintroductions was much more limited in 458 

comparison to the extent of emphasis on habitat restoration, with organisational rewilding statements 459 
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presenting a cautious viewpoint on animal reintroductions, whilst championing a focus on habitats (e.g., native 460 

woodland regeneration). 461 

 462 

Species reintroductions being optional contrasted markedly with the origins of the rewilding movement (e.g. 463 

the 3 Cs of Soulé and Noss, 1998) and recent discourse which had seen elements of Scottish rewilding as being 464 

perceived as synonymous with potential wolf or lynx reintroduction. However, within the current political 465 

climate this standpoint was perceived as too problematic to be supported organisationally. This resulted in a 466 

‘pragmatic’ discursive acceptance of a role for human intervention within rewilding to fulfil missing ecosystem 467 

functions (e.g., controlling deer in lieu of a top predator). Given the importance of species in natural processes 468 

however, one interviewee talked about the difficulties of reconciling this corporate approach to 469 

reintroductions within rewilding with their personal opinion: “I'd be like, 'yeah, bring them on’, and then of 470 

course you learn in a selective audience, that's not the right thing to say”. (OI#3 Conservation NGO). Carnivore 471 

reintroduction had not completely disappeared from wider rewilding discourse in Scotland. Specialist 472 

organisations (not interviewed as part of this research) were still exploring opportunities for translocations 473 

and reinforcements (e.g., Vincent Wildlife Trust), or dedicated species reintroductions (e.g., Lynx UK Trust). 474 

The latter, however, is subject to considerable ongoing controversy (FarmingUK, 2020). Our interview data 475 

demonstrated it was in large part, precisely because of ongoing conflict around previous species 476 

reintroductions, that proponents sought to reframe the discussion.  477 

 478 

Demonstrating crossover with our other storylines, our data indicated that the animal reintroduction storyline 479 

had been expanded to include people in another quite specific way. Future animal reintroductions came with 480 

a range of conditions, not least, a fundamental role for people and communities. The virtually unanimous view 481 

was that “any species reintroduction needs to take full consideration of the legitimate concerns of stakeholders 482 

and, in particular, local communities whose livelihoods and wellbeing might be affected” (Organisation G). 483 

People had to be involved in decision-making, or as a minimum consulted and their support sought for species 484 

reintroductions. This concurred with the direction of travel within land reform, the LRRS and Scottish 485 



21 
 

Government guidance on community engagement. The same requirements, however, were not so 486 

consistently articulated with regards to decision-making for habitat restoration, or rewilding in general.  487 

 488 

In the next sections, we consider some of the mechanisms at work behind these storylines and the active 489 

process of discourse creation, negotiation, and transformation. Whilst identifying new and developing 490 

storylines is important in and of itself, exploring the process of discursive interactions (not just what is being 491 

talked about but how) allows us to transcend the specifics of the storylines and identify some of the factors 492 

shaping the dynamics of rewilding discourse. We explore these dynamics through three features identified 493 

from our research: (a) adaptive organisational positioning in relation to the term ‘rewilding’; (b) floating 494 

signifiers and incoherence; and (c) reflexive control of the narrative. These are dealt with in separate sections 495 

for clarity. Nevertheless, there is interconnection between the features, and between the features and the 496 

storylines.  497 

 498 

5.5 Adaptive organisational positioning in relation to the term ‘rewilding’  499 

 500 

A key feature of the interview discussions was the acknowledgement that irrespective of the merit of rewilding 501 

principles, the approach, or its popularity in some circles, the term itself could be contentious and therefore 502 

counterproductive to use or create difficulties for an organisation by association. This had specific implications 503 

for how rewilding was formally engaged with, in particular in published organisational material. Some 504 

interviewees did not like rewilding as a term and would not seek to use it: "we don't have a stance on rewilding 505 

anyway but personally I think the term is a bit toxic now” (OI#5 Non-conservation NGO). For others, it was a 506 

problem of a definition which could be ‘too narrow’ for their purposes. However, for those who could be 507 

considered proponents of rewilding, the relationship between these organisations and their positioning in 508 

relation to the term rewilding was surprisingly varied. A small core of organisations had embraced the benefits 509 

of rewilding linking this to their approach to land management or had reorientated themselves explicitly 510 

around a rewilding vision and approach: “rewilding is entirely consistent with and has the potential to enhance 511 
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aspects of the [organisation’s] current land management, policy, and people engagement work.” (Organisation 512 

B). These organisations had fully invested in emphasising and building on rewilding’s positives and were key 513 

actors in the development of the new rewilding storylines. 514 

 515 

In parallel, however, some organisations expressed a supportive view of rewilding. This resulted in a 516 

description of the principles, approaches and benefits of rewilding, the alignment with the organisation’s own 517 

aims in these areas, but without explicitly saying what the organisation was doing was rewilding. This resulted 518 

in some explanatory gymnastics e.g.: “In this Plan, there are aims and actions for ecosystem restoration, 519 

…species recovery within more natural systems, …reconnecting people with nature and exploring new ways for 520 

communities to benefit from the wildlife and nature around them. All of this could be called rewilding” 521 

(Organisation A). Others were also supportive of the general principles of rewilding but maintained more 522 

distance from the term: “[the organisation] will engage in discussions about rewilding” or acknowledged that 523 

it may be a beneficial approach to land management in certain circumstances: “[the organisation] will support 524 

rewilding initiatives to restore natural ecological processes in Wild Land Areas” (Organisation H), but it was 525 

beyond their core remit and was for other organisations to instigate. Meanwhile, others openly stated they 526 

were not using the term because it was ‘unhelpful’, whilst acknowledging what they were doing was essentially 527 

rewilding and was being referred to by others as such.  528 

 529 

The variety of organisational positioning found in relation to rewilding in our data was a direct response to, 530 

but also a source of discursive change within and about the concept. Organisations appeared to be seeking to 531 

achieve association with the perceived potential positives of rewilding but distancing from its negatives, aware 532 

that the acceptability and popularity of rewilding were changing, in some part also as a result of their 533 

involvement in the discourse: “it's [rewilding] become hugely more popular in terms of it's talked about a lot 534 

more and you can see more examples of it, we've probably been doing it in one way, shape or form for years” 535 

(OI#3 Conservation NGO). Organisations had to consider their primary objectives (which were not necessarily 536 

conservation-led), how well these could be balanced with the developing description of rewilding, and all with 537 
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respect to the interests of their respective memberships. Essential to this discursive ‘adaptive capacity’ was 538 

rewilding’s conceptual ambiguity and malleability. This left room for manoeuvre and importantly, for 539 

interpretation depending on one’s audience. We explore this theme further in the next section. 540 

 541 

5.6 Floating signifiers and incoherence 542 

 543 

Across our data, the apparent promise of rewilding operated at a high-level, with talk of a vision, or principles. 544 

This corresponded with rewilding often being viewed as a broad strategy as opposed to a set of prescriptive 545 

management practices. The content within some organisational material appeared detailed. However, on 546 

closer inspection it contained many general phrases such as ‘natural processes’ (Organisations A, B C, D, E, G 547 

and H), and ‘working with nature’ or ’at nature’s scale’ (Organisations B, D, and G) to which new ideas (as 548 

identified in Sections 5.1-5.3) such as ‘sustainability of rural communities’ (Organisation D) and to the ‘benefit 549 

of nature and people’ (Organisations B, C and H) had been added. These displayed the classic features of 550 

'floating signifiers’. With these phrases, representatives of conservation interests, agriculture, recreational 551 

users, private estates, and community bodies could all come together to discuss rewilding and the inclusion of 552 

people and communities without specifying the detail of what that involved. 553 

 554 

The storylines also demonstrated a level of incoherence and in some cases contradiction. As previously noted, 555 

there was a lack of clarity as to the potential economic benefits of a rewilding approach and disagreement as 556 

to how ubiquitous these would be. A key argument presented by proponents was that the value of rewilding 557 

came from nature’s autonomy: “nature is more in control of this landscape than we are, and nature knows 558 

best” (OI#1 Conservation NGO). In our material, rewilding’s appeal was characterized by it having no human-559 

definition on end state, process, or intervention whilst interviewees simultaneously talked about pragmatic 560 

realities, incomplete systems, and the role of people. These aspects made defining and actualising nature’s 561 

autonomy highly challenging and conceptually this appeared to be one of the most difficult elements of 562 

rewilding discourse to reconcile, a difficulty acknowledged by some interviewees. 563 
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  564 

Overall, this resulted in the discourse demonstrating varying degrees of incoherence, from proposed 565 

pragmatic interventions because: “we’re so far away from being at the point where we can’t intervene” (SI#3 566 

Conservation NGO), to instances of nature left to its own devices: “because this is rewilding, so nature needs 567 

to move around” (OI#1 Conservation NGO), complicated by exceptions: “but the beavers in Tayside are in the 568 

wrong place” (OI#2 Non-conservation NGO). This incoherence created a lot of flexibility and space within the 569 

dynamics of Scottish rewilding discourse, but it also diluted the discourse and undermined its potency.  570 

 571 

5.7 Reflexive control of the narrative 572 

 573 

We also identified common features within actors’ meta-communication (their communication about 574 

communication) on rewilding. There was an active and reflexive drive by proponents to control the narrative 575 

around rewilding in Scotland to ensure that the ‘right’, more positive story about rewilding was being 576 

disseminated, a story which included people and their needs as well as the ecological benefits, thereby 577 

counteracting ‘wrong’ or negative narratives and criticisms. Almost everyone interviewed or informally spoken 578 

to as part of this research discussed meta-communicative aspects without prompting. Our findings indicated 579 

a strong awareness around narratives, their potential power, and the importance of how they were conveyed: 580 

“I think one of the things that we are reflecting on is, have we been effective enough at communicating what 581 

we think rewilding is about?” (OI#7 Conservation NGO). During the research process, the Scottish Rewilding 582 

Alliance (SRA) was launched, established to bring together like-minded organisations in a shared mission of 583 

enabling rewilding at scale in Scotland (Scotland the Big Picture, 2020). One interviewee explained that the 584 

alliance had been set up specifically to advocate for rewilding and membership of the SRA was seen as a good 585 

way forward in “changing the terms of conversation…doing that through communications rather than policy” 586 

(OI#2 Non-conservation NGO). 587 

 588 



25 
 

Interviewees discussed the key role of communication and the need for proponents to address negative 589 

notions, such as the removal of people, reintroduction of large carnivores, or decreasing productivity of the 590 

land, associated with rewilding. In addition, for some, the narrative required further development to 591 

acknowledge that in the past some conservation organisations, and the primacy of the ecological approaches 592 

they had championed, might have given the impression “that we don't like people, which is definitely not there 593 

anymore” (OI#1 Conservation NGO). It was argued that the lack of a strong narrative had “opened a space for 594 

people to manipulate and say what they think rewilding is about”, that other actors had become able to claim 595 

rewilding is something which, “bears no resemblance to what we're proposing it's about”, and that the lack of 596 

a clear pro-rewilding picture consequently “makes it very difficult to contest” (OI#7 Conservation NGO). 597 

Proponents described a need and attempts to try and control the narrative of rewilding to directly counteract 598 

negative perceptions. However, by its very nature, this process both signified and was intimately bound up in 599 

the dynamics of the discourse. The same proponents were also part of the discursive change which had shifted 600 

and expanded the rewilding concept to include people. Whilst this new conceptualization might appear to 601 

help clarify the narrative on what rewilding was about, our analysis also demonstrated diversity and a lack of 602 

articulation in the detail as to what this meant.  603 

 604 

6 Discussion 605 

Our analysis suggests that rewilding discourse in Scotland has come to include the explicit proposition that 606 

rewilding is, in fact, all about people. This was articulated in different and often very broad ways, both directly 607 

and indirectly. Human dimensions have always been present in rewilding discourse and fundamentally, people 608 

are the social actors through which any notion of ‘rewilding’ is linguistically constructed, debated, and 609 

understood as a concept. More recently and increasingly in Scotland however, we found rewilding discourse 610 

was about people interacting with, living in, and making judgements about what kind of natural processes 611 

would be beneficial for them and the natural world. This seemed to have opened out the rewilding concept, 612 

increased its acceptability and attractiveness and expanded the range of actors involved, but at the same time 613 

also increased its incoherence and imprecision. In some cases, it appeared that this shift had come at the 614 
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expense of, or placed diminished importance on, ecological aspects such as the reintroduction of top 615 

carnivores. We argue that while being  more publicly acceptable, this discursive move has ‘tamed’ and at the 616 

same time diluted the original scientific concept of biologists such as Soulé and Noss (1998). Following similar 617 

lines, Wynne-Jones et al. (2020) identified a move towards ‘mainstreaming’ rewilding within the UK whilst 618 

concerns have been raised by others about weakening the rewilding brand (Townsend, 2016) and the potential 619 

‘domestication’ of rewilding and loss of its ecological promise (Genes et al., 2019).  620 

 621 

The idea that rewilding does include people (or certainly should not exclude people) is a compelling storyline, 622 

as is the idea that both nature and people will benefit from a rewilding approach which is simultaneously 623 

natural and human. However, what this meant in practice was far less clear, with different actors articulating 624 

varied propositions about how to include people in rewilding, e.g., through recreation, volunteer opportunities 625 

or stakeholder engagement in reintroductions. Our findings suggest that there is a risk that some of this 626 

discourse may be a response to criticisms that rewilding does not include people, by simply saying that it does, 627 

with little underlying substance. 628 

 629 

6.1 Storylines - rewilding in Scotland is about people 630 

 631 

Within our identified storylines, the positioning of people was qualitatively different from rewilding discourses 632 

found in Europe and internationally, partly a result of the history of land ownership and use in Scotland and 633 

ongoing land reform. In Europe, depopulation through rural out-migration and demographic ageing, and 634 

resultant land abandonment is considered a key opportunity in rewilding efforts (Jepson and Schepers, 2016; 635 

Navarro and Pereira, 2012). Internationally, rewilding in places such as North America has long been focused 636 

on ecology, linked to ideas of wilderness and areas “untrammelled by man” (United States Government, 1964).  637 

 638 

In the meantime, the question about what role people could or should play in facilitating a rewilding approach 639 

has begun to be explored outside Scotland (Pettorelli et al., 2019; Root-Bernstein et al., 2017). Within the 640 
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wider UK and Europe, a range of aspects encompassing the more human dimensions of rewilding are being 641 

discussed. These include economic discussions, with nature-based tourism presented as the key income-642 

generating component of rewilding (Rewilding Europe, 2020b). Links have also been made between rewilding 643 

and payments for ecosystem services (Sandom et al., 2019), which could justify rewilding as an investment in 644 

natural capital providing recreational, health and well-being returns (Cerqueira et al., 2015), in addition to 645 

rewilding’s potential to provide regulating, material and non-material benefits e.g. climate change mitigation 646 

(Perino et al., 2019). In their recent analysis of rewilding in Britain, Wynne-Jones et al. (2020) highlighted that 647 

rewilding advocates have begun to orientate their work around people and nature (their emphasis). In line 648 

with our findings they noted, however, that much of the discussion e.g., around “human-nature connectivity 649 

and livelihood opportunities” (p99) was still at this point largely aspirational.  650 

 651 

In our study context, arguments about people and communities being involved in rewilding were shaped by a 652 

unique set of historical, social, and environmental circumstances, and other discourses. These included 653 

concerns relating to disempowerment of rural communities in land use decision making and power imbalances 654 

relating to the landownership status quo. Many rewilding projects are currently NGO, public sector or private 655 

landowner-led with limited community or public involvement as yet, in any directly empowered way. 656 

Meaningful involvement of people beyond those in a conventional position of power requires further 657 

significant shifts such as proposed by the community empowerment agenda of the Scottish Government 658 

(2017). However, this process is unlikely to be straight-forward. 659 

 660 

The animal reintroductions are not essential for rewilding storyline demonstrated the greatest discursive 661 

complexity of the four storylines. This proposition, which included substituting the role of carnivores (e.g., 662 

deer predation) with active human management of prey (e.g., culling), or postponing reintroductions for later 663 

stages of rewilding, was directly contrary to interpretations of rewilding which emphasise reintroductions and 664 

in particular trophic cascades and the role of top carnivores (Monbiot, 2014). Negative associations such as 665 

conflict with existing land use like agriculture and land management for hunting (Hodgson et al., 2018), 666 
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required a distancing and repositioning by proponents. And even strong rewilding proponents supported a 667 

pragmatic solution for humans to operate as the top predator, interwoven with the argument that Scotland’s 668 

severely degraded, depleted, and dysfunctional environment necessitated human intervention specifically and 669 

initially with regards to habitat restoration. This was despite a parallel emphasis in the discourse about the 670 

value and importance of natural processes in rewilding. This difficulty was acknowledged by interviewees and 671 

highlights a division and tensions between the radical and pragmatic approach to rewilding found by Holmes 672 

et al. (2020). This storyline also encompassed the idea that for some, rewilding in Scotland had to be about 673 

stages, which begin with managed habitat restoration. Starting with habitats, whilst potentially more practical 674 

(easier or a necessary precursor to animal reintroductions), was perceived as less contentious and thus 675 

attractive in discursive terms, including to non-proponents allowing controversial elements to be postponed. 676 

 677 

Overall, we found there was a lack of clarity or specificity about what people in rewilding would mean in 678 

practice. Interactive roles clearly identified for people were as an audience to be engaged in the rewilding 679 

vision, volunteers in restoration work, or visitors or tourists to enjoy a rewilded landscape. Proponents sought 680 

to advocate and achieve acceptance of their rewilding vision in the wider public, rather than to debate its 681 

validity. The identified storylines left significant questions about what are, fundamentally, land use and natural 682 

resource management issues, which sit within the context of wider land reform and community 683 

empowerment agendas in Scotland (Scottish Government, 2017; 2020). This raises key questions such as: 684 

which people will be included in the governance and decision-making process of rewilding and how; who will 685 

or will not be empowered and to what level of influence; who will ‘own’ and ‘enable’ rewilding; and who will 686 

benefit from rewilding and in what precise ways. Questions about the scale and type of communities which 687 

rewilding relates to were also unanswered. The shift to integrate the social and ecological was discursively 688 

under-developed, especially evidenced by the rewilding will transform local rural economies storyline. Safe, 689 

broad, and positive statements were made about the economic opportunities and potential of rewilding. 690 

However, how a rewilding-based rural economy might work was not clearly articulated.  691 

 692 
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6.2 Discourse dynamics - positioning, incoherence and controlling the narrative  693 

 694 

Rewilding discourse must inevitably compete with other visions in Scotland for rural areas, people, nature, 695 

and land use. It must interact with other narratives and the storylines and arguments they contain e.g., the 696 

importance of local community involvement in decision-making and governance (Community Land Scotland, 697 

2017). All four storylines were interconnected components of much wider complex debates about land, its 698 

ownership and management, rural communities, and subsidies post-Brexit. Our data demonstrated dynamic 699 

interaction between various discursive arguments and qualified, careful, negotiated positioning with the term 700 

rewilding.  701 

 702 

Through the developing storylines, we identified floating signifiers (Laclau, 2014) and diversity in the definition 703 

of rewilding. Imprecision and the ‘emptiness’ of the term allowed its multi-interpretability (Hajer, 1995), 704 

creating space for organisations and individuals to both (re)negotiate their position with regards to rewilding 705 

in relation to the perceived status of rewilding within the public, and influence what rewilding was understood 706 

to mean. This allowed proponents to neutralise or dissociate from negatives such as a ‘second Clearances’ or 707 

potential human-wildlife conflicts relating to carnivores whilst retaining the option for future discursive 708 

developments. This approach facilitated multiple actors collectively developing the discourse (Hajer, 1995), 709 

whilst each of them could still align with the interests of their respective audience or membership. This displays 710 

some parallels with the work of Gammon (2018) who proposed viewing rewilding as a ‘clustered concept’ 711 

characterised by overlapping characteristics with this breadth being key to understanding the emergence of a 712 

wider interest in rewilding as an idea. 713 

 714 

Our data reflected a growing appreciation of discourse and the role of ‘narratives’ beyond the confines of 715 

academia (see Section 5.7), demonstrating pervasive use of these terms as well as meta-discursive 716 

perspectives in wider conversational contexts. Whilst the organisational statements tended to present a 717 

simplistic and positive picture, the interviews demonstrated a level of reflexivity when discussing rewilding. 718 
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The implications of reflexive thinking have been explored previously in the rewilding arena. In Scottish species 719 

reintroduction rhetoric, Arts et al. (2012), identified reflexivity was used to, or resulted in, ‘discursive closure’ 720 

undermining proper deliberation. In contrast, Wynne-Jones, Strouts and Holmes (2018) found that whilst in 721 

part strategic and being used to try and actively solve difficulties encountered within a Welsh rewilding project, 722 

reflexivity also resulted to some degree in advocates “rethinking their own sensibilities and preferences” 723 

(p400). This indicated a more positive evaluation of rewilding which they contrasted to experiences of 724 

inflexibility and narrow-mindedness recorded elsewhere in conservation literature.  725 

 726 

6.3 Summary 727 

 728 

Despite apparent agreement amongst rewilding proponents and supporters around core storylines, within the 729 

detail there are many different ideas. Our analysis suggests that rewilding discourse in Scotland has become a 730 

different debate from just a few years ago. However, within our data the ‘people in rewilding’ discourse was 731 

fundamentally under-developed and far from coherent. We argue that ‘people in rewilding’ in Scottish 732 

rewilding discourse at the time of writing was akin to a proto-narrative, not fully formed but evolving, 733 

informing, and developing from, new storylines. This may reflect the infancy of the storylines and the relatively 734 

small but growing number of projects specifically identifying as rewilding initiatives. Environmental discourses 735 

take time (through their social construction and practical application) to be developed, negotiated, and 736 

rearticulated (Hajer, 1995). Thus, a lack of maturity or infancy, plus argumentative incoherence (Hajer and 737 

Versteeg, 2005) may not be surprising. However, the use of floating signifiers and multi-interpretability also 738 

relate to the contemporary use of rewilding as a brand or umbrella term for which too much precision could 739 

be limiting. A loss of meaning, lack of specificity, incoherence, and taming are the very qualities which allow 740 

apparent agreement and wider support for rewilding beyond conservation interests. Yet, this also requires 741 

dynamic organisational positioning and increases the space for argumentation. This all takes place in an arena 742 

where actors have agency and are not just reactive subjects within a discursive environment. Actors are 743 
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engaged in discourse through storyline creation, but there is also an active awareness that discourse itself is a 744 

phenomenon and process of social construction necessitating communication and control.  745 

 746 

7 Conclusion 747 

In this paper we provided a snapshot of the trajectory of rewilding discourse in Scotland. We found that it had 748 

evolved in numerous ways, expanding from its origins in natural processes to incorporate new elements that 749 

emphasised the role of people. It had been adapted to imply harmony (e.g., rewilding and repeopling are 750 

compatible) but at the same time, some ecological components had diminished in importance or become 751 

conditional, creating space for more social elements. Rewilding has thus arguably become a social as much as 752 

an ecological phenomenon. However, rewilding discourse does not sit in isolation and is running in parallel 753 

and interacting with discourses on a wide range of topics such as land reform, climate change and Brexit. 754 

Rewilding discourse is also multi-layered and inevitably broader than the specific components we have 755 

considered. We believe that this study provides an important insight into current key aspects of rewilding 756 

discourse, how and why it has developed, and therefore where it might go next, not just in Scotland but in 757 

Europe and internationally. Our work is an exploration of a dynamic and developing phenomenon and this 758 

inevitably means that during our research and subsequently, debates continue (e.g., Dolton-Thornton, 2021). 759 

We would therefore expect rewilding discourse to have evolved and adapted further, potentially to address 760 

some of the shortcomings identified here. We also predict that similar storylines, focusing on the role of people 761 

in rewilding, are likely to emerge across rewilding discourse in the rest of the UK and beyond, developing 762 

around the specifics of human intervention and interaction, the dynamics of power and control over land, and 763 

how to balance social and ecological needs within a rewilding approach. In reaction, a purer ecological version 764 

of ‘real’ rewilding, more akin to its wilderness origins, may re-emerge as a discursive reaction to the more 765 

pragmatic, tamed, peopled, and socially acceptable version. Pro-rewilding discourse will necessarily continue 766 

to react to and develop in relation to arguments and propositions presented by those who are more reticent 767 

or reject rewilding, who debate how much land use change is required, or simply have a differing vision for 768 

land. Within Scotland we envisage that proponents will start to try and fill in the gaps identified about the 769 
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exact role of people and communities in rewilding. Ultimately, however, how these human dimensions are 770 

fully articulated and realised without compromising the ecological potential of the concept is a key challenge 771 

for the development and wider adoption of rewilding in Scotland and elsewhere. 772 

 773 

Notes 774 

This paper was written during the unprecedented global Covid-19 pandemic of 2020 with the lead author self-775 

distancing in the rural Highlands and Islands of Scotland. During this time, the importance of discourse and its 776 

impact on practice came into sharp relief - shifting from academically interesting to potentially life changing. 777 

A range of aspects with relevance to our work arose (e.g., constrained human activity allowing animals to 778 

return to quiet cities, deforestation and the role of wildlife trade in transmission of zoonotic disease, as well 779 

as ongoing concerns around climate change), many of which no doubt will be researched by others in time. Of 780 

note were discussions around the continued influx of tourist traffic and those ‘escaping’ to second homes in 781 

rural Scotland. Whilst underpinning the economic stability of many rural areas, with limited infrastructure 782 

specifically healthcare, arguments about this being problematic and increasing infection risks for residents 783 

competed with a storyline about these areas being a perfect lockdown location as wild, empty, isolated, and 784 

unpopulated. 785 
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