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Abstract
1.	 Engaging conservation decision-making with critical aspects of social science can 

enhance the equitability of conservation practice by recentring issues of social 
and environmental justice.

2.	 Using rewilding as a conservation case in point, we identify five foundational 
questions to ask of rewilding projects to help align rewilding decision-making with 
justice principles.

3.	 We unpack these questions through five rewilding case studies: Yellowstone 
National Park (USA), Oostvaardersplassen (NL), Knepp Wildland (UK), Alladale 
Wilderness Reserve (UK) and Carpathia (RO). Applying different social science 
disciplines—history, anthropology, political ecology, human geography and soci-
ology—we explore rewilding's socio-cultural and socio-economic dimensions; as-
pects that underpin rewilding decision-making, but that remain under-represented 
in the literature as well as in praxis.

4.	 We show that the decisions made in these rewilding projects not only impact 
ecosystems but are also deeply connected to people and societies, making them 
inseparable from issues of social justice. In addition to the ecological goals, we 
highlight the social motivations driving these projects and consider what society 
might gain or lose—beyond increased ecological dynamism and species recovery.

5.	 Bringing in different disciplinary perspectives helps us better understand the key 
political issues and debates raised by rewilding projects. We argue that this ap-
proach is essential for achieving both ecologically effective and socially just bio-
diversity governance.
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1  |  INTRODUC TION

In the context of multiple crises across the Earth's system (Richardson 
et al., 2023), both state and non-state actors are calling attention to 
society's unsustainable interactions with nature (Dasgupta,  2021; 
IPBES, 2022). Efforts to improve biodiversity outcomes now go be-
yond species- and site-focused conservation, and new approaches to 
conservation and restoration are proposed as means to drive social 
and ecological transformation (Martin, 2017; Tedesco et al., 2023). 
Rewilding is one such approach. Increasingly seen as a promising 
conservation strategy, rewilding supports dynamic ecosystems 
and reintroduces keystone species, helping to tackle both biodiver-
sity loss and climate change (Svenning et  al., 2024). Rewilding ad-
vocates highlight benefits for biodiversity alongside the potential 
to deliver societal benefits, such as jobs in ecotourism (Rewilding 
Europe, n.d.). However, rewilding has also faced criticism for a lack 
of consideration of negative societal impacts, such as reintroduction 
conflicts or changes in livelihoods (Martin et al., 2021; Wynne-Jones 
et al., 2018).

Fair distribution of the costs and benefits, and wider justice 
aspects, of biodiversity action is a significant topic in wider nature 
conservation. As land-use changes driven by environmental goals 
increasingly clash with the realities of local communities, global tar-
gets such as the ‘30 by 30’ initiative that aim to restore large areas of 
land (Convention on Biological Diversity, 2022) have consequences 
for local decision-making, as the drive to meet global targets risks 
taking precedence over needs of local actors (Iordăchescu, 2022). 
While rewilding shows potential in its ecological contributions, true 
transformative and socially just conservation requires opening space 
for a variety of perspectives, rather than promoting a single ecolog-
ical ‘fix’ (Fabinyi et al., 2014).

We recognise that rewilding is a contested term. Conservation 
science and policy might prefer to focus on ecological restoration 
instead of using rewilding. However, rewilding remains popular 
in many projects and helps inspire hope among a wider audience 
(Jepson,  2019). Instead of abandoning the term, we suggest ex-
ploring the debates around rewilding to uncover new perspectives 
and insights for a more socially just future in conservation. While 
these insights can apply to other conservation methods, this article 
focuses on rewilding as a newly contested approach which needs 
critical and constructive attention.

1.1  |  Using multi-disciplinary lenses to enhance 
social and environmental justice in conservation

The efficacy of conservation practice can be enhanced by recen-
tring issues of social and environmental justice (Montgomery 
et  al.,  2024; Shoreman-Ouimet & Kopnina,  2015a). However, 
achieving this requires using disciplines and methods that incorpo-
rate social values into conservation decision-making—which is the 
focus of social sciences (Díaz-Reviriego et  al.,  2019; Vatn 
et al., 2024). In addition to their ability to analyse, understand and 

predict social phenomena (Moon & Blackman,  2014), social sci-
ences provide tools to critically examine normative ideals, such as 
those that relate to justice, ethics and rights, or about what ought 
to be (Jetzkowitz et al., 2018; Smith, 1998). By fostering pluralistic 
debate, social science disciplines can also broaden our under-
standings of what a viable, environmentally and socially just future 
could look like (Massarella et al., 2022). Social sciences also have a 
critical emancipatory role1 to play in nature conservation (Moon & 
Blackman,  2014) in both empowering people and in helping to 
identify transformative and more equitable alternatives 
(Massarella et al., 2021). Applying social science perspectives thus 
creates opportunities for collaboration between the social and 
natural sciences to develop just options for people and nature 
(Shoreman-Ouimet & Kopnina, 2015a).

Conservationists are increasingly incorporating social sci-
ences into their practice. Applied social sciences can tailor im-
plementations to local management and cultural contexts (Leong 
et al., 2024) and help enhance salience and legitimacy in collabora-
tive, multi-stakeholder management efforts (Samanta et al., 2020). 
Nevertheless, social sciences encompass many subdisciplines and 
diverse approaches (see Mathevet & Marty, 2020), and some are 
much more likely to be incorporated in conservation practice than 
others. Topics more commonly included are, for instance, eco-
nomic valuation, behavioural sciences, management effectiveness 
and human–wildlife interactions. These are perhaps seen as inte-
gral and instrumental to conservation science and practice, or as 
less critical and therefore less likely to challenge current conserva-
tion paradigms (Bennett & Roth, 2019). Conversely, issues such as 
governance, social impacts, power relations, ethics and knowledge 
are less frequently addressed (Shackleton et al., 2023). Indeed, re-
search focusing on the ‘politics’ of conservation is often negatively 
connotated (Büscher & Wolmer, 2007); partly due to a tendency 
to focus on critiquing conservation practices, rather than seeking 
constructive improvements (Brosius, 2006; Peterson et al., 2010). 
The resulting sometimes adversarial relationship between crit-
ical social science and conservation hinders both effective col-
laboration and improved conservation practices and outcomes 
(Redford, 2011).

Recent efforts show that productive engagement of conser-
vation practice with the more critical aspects of social science 
is possible under the right conditions (Chua et  al.,  2020). These 
include sustained collaboration among diverse researchers and 
practitioners, even from disciplines seemingly unrelated to con-
servation. Such engagement encourages a conscious effort to 
address issues of politics and morality (ibid.) alongside critical 
reflexivity (Schreer et  al.,  2024). However, even where research 
explicitly addresses justice in conservation, it often fails to enact 
the disciplinary diversity it claims is needed to secure justice out-
comes (for example, Stanley et al., 2025). To address this gap, and 
recognising the need to raise, interrogate and debate questions 

 1Emancipatory research seeks to challenge oppression and empower the subjects of 
social inquiry (Moon & Blackman, 2014).
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    |  2121CARY et al.

around the who, what, when, why and how of conservation (Chua 
et  al.,  2020), we use the case of rewilding to critically and con-
structively explore, through specific examples, how a range of 
different social science subdisciplines can enable more equitable 
conservation practice.

1.2  |  A critical and constructive view of 
decision-making in rewilding

We focus in this paper on rewilding, which is not a neat, com-
plete concept (Hawkins et  al.,  2023). Extensively debated 
across the natural (Anderson et  al.,  2019; Hayward, Scanlon, 
et  al.,  2019; Pettorelli et  al.,  2018) and social sciences (Deary 
& Warren,  2019; Prior & Ward,  2016), as well as humanities lit-
erature (Gammon,  2017, 2018a; Jørgensen,  2015), it continues 
to be differently interpreted and implemented. It is informed by 
principles that are adaptable across a variety of landscapes, sys-
tems, and social contexts (Hawkins et al., 2023). Without a legal 
definition, rewilding remains a ‘boundary object’—a concept that 
adapts locally but keeps a shared identity for broader use (Star & 
Griesemer, 1989). Although rewilding projects interpret the term 
in different ways, it still provides a shared identity for a growing 
number of projects linked by a common idea. In this paper, we 
view rewilding as one approach to biodiversity conservation, using 
the definition provided by Carver et al. (2021, 1888) and the IUCN 
Rewilding Thematic Group, summarised as: ‘Rewilding is the process 
of rebuilding, following major human disturbance, a natural ecosys-
tem by restoring natural processes and the complete or near complete 
food web at all trophic levels as a self-sustaining and resilient ecosys-
tem with biota that would have been present had the disturbance not 
occurred.’

Despite significant research on rewilding (Hart et  al.,  2023; 
Torres et al., 2018), the decision-making processes behind these ini-
tiatives are not yet fully understood. Understanding these processes 
is important because decisions that use nature-based solutions to 
address environmental change often hide underlying knowledge-
related (epistemic) and power dimensions (Woroniecki et al., 2020). 

Therefore, critically analysing decision-making is key to social justice 
(Turnhout,  2024), especially since our understanding of what fair 
decision-making in conservation looks like is still limited (Ruano-
Chamorro et al., 2021).

In this paper, we show how social science perspectives can be 
applied by asking five questions about five rewilding projects. These 
case studies were chosen to represent projects at different stages 
of implementation and across various locations. By addressing these 
questions, we show how critical engagement can reveal that de-
cisions in these projects not only change ecosystems but are also 
connected to people and societies, making them inseparable from 
social justice issues (Henry et al., 2022). While all five questions can 
apply to all five projects, we address one question for each project 
to highlight the different insights the social sciences can offer in the 
evolving field of conservation. We show how cross-disciplinary dia-
logue can provide valuable perspectives for rewilding research and 
practice, and improve the justice of rewilding decisions by address-
ing factors often overlooked in conservation efforts.

2  |  METHODOLOGY

This paper uses a case study approach, drawing on interviews 
(Thomas, 2022), archival research (Jones, 2002, 2017), ethnographic 
fieldwork (Brieghel, 2020), and policy and literature review (Cary & 
Wartmann, 2024). Each of the five rewilding cases addresses one of 
our five critical social science questions. The study originated from 
an interdisciplinary workshop in Pitlochry, Scotland, organised by 
Emma Cary and Flurina Wartmann, and funded by the University of 
Aberdeen. Participants contributed diverse social science expertise 
and fieldwork experience across Europe and North America. A con-
servation ecologist joined the team to ensure relevance for conser-
vation science. Author backgrounds are detailed in Table 1.

We recognise that the authors' perspectives represent only 
a small part of the social sciences. While this is a limitation, we 
believe using a few less common approaches, along with practi-
cal examples of questions from these fields, can start important 
discussions between conservation scientists, practitioners, and 

TA B L E  1  Social science subdisciplines and their contributions.

Subdiscipline Areas of investigation Example application Example methods

History Information, evidence, 
argumentation

Identify continuity and change over 
time, explain the genealogy of ideas and 
practices

Ethnographic research
Participant observation
Archival research
Documentary research
Surveys
Interviews
Case studies
Qualitative document analysis

Anthropology Context, process, scale Recognise the interconnectedness and 
interdependence of human (and non-
human) experiences

Political ecology Behaviour, governance and power Understand how individuals or groups 
exert power

Human geography Temporal and spatial 
organisations and interactions

Describe human interactions with place, 
nature and each other

Sociology Social interactions, inequality Explain the causes and characteristics of 
social and environmental issues
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2122  |    CARY et al.

researchers focused on the social aspects of conservation (Büscher 
& Wolmer, 2007; Massarella et al., 2022; West et al., 2006).

2.1  |  Author positionality and approach

The author team consists of Western researchers from various dis-
ciplines and career stages, from early career to senior academics. 
We acknowledge that research is not value-free (Turnhout, 2024), 
and our backgrounds, academic positions, and personal characteris-
tics influence our research design and interpretations. Our research 
occurs within social, historical, and political contexts. Guided by a 
relativist ontology and moderate social constructionism (Moon & 
Blackman, 2014), we recognise that objective reality exists but em-
phasise that knowledge is socially constructed. We view rewilding 
and natural processes as shaped by social decision-making and ac-
tions. Nature, whether measured scientifically or interpreted locally, 
is seen as a subjective product open to social scientific research 
(Robbins, 2001). Our approach assumes that reality is complex and 
socially constructed, and we explore how knowledge is produced 
(Moon et al., 2019).

2.2  |  Developing the five questions to ask of 
rewilding projects

We focus on foundational issues as a framing for question 
development (Table  2). Using different disciplinary perspec-
tives for each question, we developed themes to explore how 

rewilding decisions are made, particularly in relation to social 
justice, a growing concern in conservation research and practice 
(Montgomery et  al.,  2024). Dimensions of justice are multiple 
(Friedman et al., 2018). Here we focus on five aspects of justice 
commonly characterised in the conservation literature (see also 
Table  2): epistemic justice (Widenhorn,  2013), recognition jus-
tice (Martin et  al.,  2016), participatory justice (Ruano-Chamorro 
et al., 2021), multi-species justice (Haraway, 2018) and distributive 
justice (Martin et al., 2015).

We use these questions to explore the socio-cultural and 
socio-economic aspects of rewilding, which influence decision-
making but are under-represented in the literature (Massenberg 
et al., 2022). While the impact of rewilding on biodiversity is com-
paratively well reported (Schulte to Bühne et  al.,  2022; Smith & 
Bangs,  2009), the social effects are less discussed, likely due to 
the unpredictability of social impacts (Pettorelli et al., 2018). By 
critically examining our five questions (Table 2) on the knowledge 
used in rewilding (Q1), the outcomes for species (Q2), the benefi-
ciaries of the approach (Q3), the reference points considered (Q4) 
and the people involved or excluded (Q5), our aim is to uncover 
the social motivations behind rewilding and consider what society 
gains or losses from these initiatives, beyond ecological benefits 
and species restoration.

2.3  |  Selection of five case study sites

We explore five established rewilding case studies: Yellowstone 
National Park (USA), Oostvaardersplassen (Netherlands), Knepp 

TA B L E  2  Question development.

Question Critical aspect Justice aspect
Discipline selected to 
address question

Question 1: Whose 
knowledge is included?

What justifications are used for 
rewilding?
How is rewilding framed?
Which values underpin rewilding?

Epistemic justice—respect for diverse 
forms of knowledge

History

Question 2: Whose rights 
and responsibilities are 
considered?

What agency do restored species have?
Who is responsible for managing 
coexistence challenges?
Who bears the costs of coexistence?

Multi-species justice—the rights of 
non-humans

Multi-species 
anthropology

Question 3: Which costs and 
benefits are prioritised?

Who is meant to benefit from rewilding?
What aspirations are behind rewilding?
What inequalities does this approach 
reproduce?

Distributive justice—allocation of costs 
and benefits

Political ecology

Question 4: Whose 
identities, histories and 
visions are foregrounded?

Which reference points are used to 
inform rewilding?
Why are these reference points chosen?
Whose worldviews are included or 
excluded?

Recognition justice—respect for 
different identities, histories and 
cultures

Human geography

Question 5: Who 
participates in decision-
making and how?

Who is defining visions of future 
landscapes?
Who gets to participate?
Are the most affected or vulnerable 
actors included in decision-making?

Participatory justice—fairness in 
decision-making practices, processes 
and institutions

Sociology
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Wildland (UK), Alladale Wilderness Reserve (UK), and Carpathia 
(Romania). We purposefully selected these cases to represent (i) a 
range of rewilding models, (ii) various stages of project implemen-
tation, and (iii) geographical spread across North America, Britain, 
and Europe. Specifically, we use Yellowstone National Park as a 
North American example, an established project that has inspired 
other rewilding initiatives across the globe. From Europe, we use 
the example of Oostvaardersplassen in the Netherlands as one of 
the first projects in Europe that was inspired by ecological think-
ing around Frans Vera's theories (Vera, 2002), and has served as 
a blueprint for other projects, including the Knepp Wildland in 
England, one of our British examples. Knepp Wildland is owned 
by Charlie Burrell and Isabella Tree, who have popularised rewil-
ding and brought it into the public consciousness with publica-
tions ‘Wilding’ (Tree, 2018) and ‘The Book of Wilding’ (Tree, 2023). 
As a Scottish example, we chose the privately owned Alladale 
Wilderness Reserve, which epitomises debates around land own-
ership and contestations around rewilding in culturally saturated 
lands. And finally, we use a new project, ‘Carpathia’ in Romania, 
which has been described as the ‘Yellowstone of Europe’ in the 
National Geographic (Tree,  2024) and which provides an exam-
ple from Eastern Europe, an expanding front of rewilding projects. 
These cases, though place-bound, are socially and conceptually 
linked, shaped by influential actors. Using a different disciplinary 
lens for each, we explore how rewilding decisions are made and 
how they intersect with social justice.

2.3.1  |  Question 1: Whose knowledge is included 
in rewilding? A historical perspective on Yellowstone 
National Park

Yellowstone National Park lies within the Greater Yellowstone 
Ecosystem, spanning three U.S. states with a mix of tribal, private, 
and state land ownership. Home to large herbivores such as elk 
and bison, and predators including grizzly bears, wolves, and lynx, 
the park draws over four million visitors annually (U.S. National 
Park Service, n.d.). To explore whose knowledge is included in re-
wilding, we take a historical perspective on this globally influential 
project.

When Yellowstone was established in 1872, wildlife was not the 
focus. The 1872 Enabling Act emphasised protecting landscape fea-
tures (Figure 1) including timber, mineral deposits and natural curios-
ities such as geysers and hot springs (Jones, 2013).

During the same period, the Great Plains were colonised and 
transformed through extractive economies, especially cattle farm-
ing, into a grazing pasture the size of Western Europe (Rifkin, 1992; 
Sherow, 2007). As Rifkin notes, within 50 years, the western wilder-
ness had been converted into a ‘productive resource’ (Rifkin, 1992, 
67). Early preservation efforts at Yellowstone reflected this 
logic; nature was something to manage, extract from, and control 
(Murdock,  2021). Early management policies at the park accord-
ingly ranged from establishing acceptable levels of commercial 

development to deciding which types of tourist activities would 
be allowed (Rifkin,  1992). At the heart of these white colonialist 
efforts to simultaneously protect and capitalise on Yellowstone's 
landscapes was the violent dispossession of Indigenous peoples 
with ancestral ties to the land (Smith & Bangs, 2009). Yellowstone's 
founding coincided with federal policies aimed at confining Native 
Americans to reservations and removing them from lands deemed 
valuable for settler conservation and recreation (Murdock,  2021; 
Smith & Bangs, 2009). Ironically, these landscapes were ecologically 
rich precisely because of millennia of Indigenous stewardship, creat-
ing and promoting the ecological conditions that white settlers now 
wanted to preserve as ‘untouched wilderness’ (Murdock, 2021, 239; 
Stark et al., 2022).

Grey wolves (Canis lupus) were eradicated from Yellowstone by 
the mid-1920s, reflecting conservation policies that prioritised 
grazing ungulates over predators such as wolves. However, ad-
vances in ecological science and a growing appreciation for rare 
species led to a shift in park policy (Fritts et al., 1997). Scientific 
knowledge emphasised the importance of predators in maintain-
ing the ‘balance of nature’ (Pritchard, 2022), and the Endangered 
Species Act  (1973) mandated the restoration of extirpated spe-
cies, including grey wolves,2 which were reintroduced to 
Yellowstone in 1995.

This was hailed as a ‘new era’ (White et  al.,  2013) restoring 
the park's full predator–prey dynamics (IUCN CEM,  2021). The 
reintroduction of wolves became a widely celebrated example 
of ecological restoration, showcasing the role of predators in 
shaping ecosystems, or what Ripple and Beschta  (2004) refer to 
as the ‘ecology of fear.’ This success was widely reported in the 
media (Randall, 2010), with the grey wolf becoming a symbol of 

 2U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service states that grey wolves were originally listed under the 
Endangered Species Act as subspecies or as regional populations of subspecies in the 
contiguous United States and Mexico. In 1978, the grey wolf was reclassified as 
endangered at the species level (C. lupus) throughout the contiguous United States and 
Mexico, except for grey wolves in Minnesota which were classified as threatened. A 
listing timeline can be found at: https://​www.​fws.​gov/​speci​es/​gray-​wolf-​canis​-​lupus​.

F I G U R E  1  Yellowstone National Park was originally designated 
for the preservation of its geothermal features. Photo credit: Meina 
Yin via Unsplash.
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restorative success, conferred with a sort of ‘ecological saint-
hood’ (Jones, 2017). This success was later embraced by the re-
wilding movement. Through the build-up of discourse, by 2013, 
the concept of rewilding began to frame the Yellowstone project 
(Monbiot,  2013, 2014). Although the evidence for trophic cas-
cades is contested (Hayward, Edwards, et al., 2019), the rewilding 
narrative now drives large-scale efforts such as the Yellowstone 
to Yukon Conservation Initiative, spanning 1.3 million km2 (Hilty 
et al., 2022; Yellowstone to Yukon Conservation Initiative, 2024). 
Framed by conservation science, ‘real rewilding’ with carnivores 
(Carver & Convery,  2021) and the portrayal of Yellowstone as 
a rewilding success construct a powerful narrative, present-
ing trophic rewilding as a solution to ecosystem dysfunction 
(Gammon, 2018b). However, ecosystems do not merely ‘dysfunc-
tion’ for internal reasons, and such narrative risks masking the 
underlying (often anthropogenic) causes. For instance, much of 
the Yellowstone region remains heavily shaped by industrial cattle 
grazing, which has rendered surrounding prairies nearly treeless 
(Svenning, 2017).

Storylines help people make sense of the world, and pos-
itive ones can support sustainable and just futures (Veland & 
Lynch, 2016). However, attending to these stories as social con-
structs sheds light on the power of some science stories to gain 
authority over others (Louder & Wyborn, 2020), exposing the un-
derlying value systems and inequalities embedded within. A his-
torical perspective reveals this knowledge politics and the fluid 
nature of science (Turnhout, 2009). The shifting portrayal of grey 
wolves, from threats to ecological icons, shows how science is 
continually reframed in line with new developments and agendas. 
These framings often support dominant interests while sidelining 
alternative ways of knowing, such as traditional and place-based 
knowledge systems. In Yellowstone, dominant ideas about what 
belongs in nature shape decisions about species protection and re-
moval, reinforcing truth claims around nativeness and ecosystem 
health while marginalising less powerful voices and knowledge 
systems (Perkins, 2020; Robbins, 2006).

By tracing continuity and change over time, history reveals 
the genealogy of ideas and practices and shows how scientific 
framings are shaped by shifting ideas and trends. In Yellowstone, 
conservation based on ideals of nativeness and wilderness often 
overlooks ecological dynamism and reduces Indigenous peoples to 
passive ‘parts’ of nature, without a cultural or ecological imprint. 
While history highlights the violent displacement and disposses-
sion of Indigenous knowledge holders, the Yellowstone model 
still inspires global projects (e.g. Alladale, Carpathia in this paper), 
bolstered by powerful narratives that justify conservation as nec-
essary (Louder & Wyborn, 2020). Reintroductions are framed as 
ethically and ecologically justified, with ecosystem-level benefits 
presented as outweighing harm to individuals (Arts et al., 2012). 
Rewilding as a term is sometimes applied retrospectively, creating 
compelling stories that obscure the knowledge inequalities behind 
these supposed successes. A socially just approach to conserva-
tion requires rethinking what Yellowstone National Park is for, and 

what it can become in the future (Stark et al., 2022), and urges or-
ganisations to reflect critically on the assumptions and knowledge 
systems they privilege; a vital step toward disciplinary diversity 
and inclusion (Nyssa et al., 2024).

2.3.2  |  Question 2: Whose rights and 
responsibilities are considered in rewilding? A 
multi-species anthropological perspective on 
Oostvaardersplassen

Located in the Netherlands near Amsterdam, Oostvaardersplassen 
is a state-owned nature reserve with varied marshland, lakes, reed 
beds, and willow forests. Large herbivores—Heck cattle (Bos tau-
rus), konik ponies (Equus ferus caballus) and red deer (Cervus ela-
phus) were introduced onto the fenced site in the 1980s–1990s 
to deliver naturalistic grazing. In the following section, we employ 
a multi-species anthropological perspective to explore our sec-
ond question: whose rights and responsibilities are considered in 
rewilding?

Oostvaardersplassen, established in 1968, pioneered a ‘hands 
off’ conservation approach inspired by grazing ecology the-
ory (Vera,  2000), and later influenced projects including Knepp 
Wildland in England (Knepp Castle Estate, 2024a). The goal was to 
let ecosystems function naturally, using large herbivores includ-
ing cattle, ponies (Figure 2) and deer, to maintain open wood pas-
ture instead of closed canopy forest (Vera, 2009). These animals 
were treated as wild, with survival depending on food availability. 
However, the reserve's visibility to the public meant starving ani-
mals during harsh winters drew growing concern. Public criticism 
began in 2005 and peaked in 2017–2018, when protests and un-
authorised feeding were triggered by scenes of animal suffering 
(van der Maten et al., 2022). In response, a government commit-
tee recommended reducing herbivore numbers and ending the 

F I G U R E  2  Konik ponies (Equus ferus caballus) grazing at 
Oostvaardersplassen. Photo credit: Emma Cary.
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non-interventionist model. Since 2018, management now includes 
culling (ibid).

In Euro-American contexts, rewilding often faces strong crit-
icism over animal welfare, especially when large herbivores such 
as horses and cattle are left without supplementary feeding or 
veterinary care (Lorimer & Driessen,  2013). These controversies 
stem from cultural expectations shaped by centuries of farming, 
where animal welfare is linked to human care and productivity 
(Overstreet,  2018). Even when these animals roam freely in con-
servation areas, they are still widely seen as domestic and in need 
of human support. Multi-species anthropology offers a useful lens 
for examining what responsibilities humans have toward animals in 
rewilding projects. By treating controversies such as debates over 
animal welfare, or opposition to reintroduced species, as opportuni-
ties to ask new questions, rewilding practitioners can better under-
stand how non-human species behave and adapt in human-shaped 
environments. Multi-species ethnography highlights how animals, 
plants, and other life forms interact with humans in dynamic, re-
ciprocal ways (Ogden et  al., 2013; Tsing et  al., 2020). Rather than 
focusing on a solely human perspective, multi-species ethnography 
asks how animals, plants, fungi, microbes, and other non-human 
beings shape the world alongside, and sometimes in resistance to, 
human projects such as rewilding, and how they are also changed 
in the process. A multi-species anthropological perspective helps 
us see how rewilding is shaped by complex relationships between 
humans and non-humans. At Oostvaardersplassen, large herbivores 
are not just tools for conservation—they are part of a broader multi-
species ‘assemblage’ that makes up the rewilding landscape (Aisher 
& Damodaran, 2016).

Reintroducing certain species might seem the right thing to 
do from a scientific standpoint, but relying on ecological rea-
soning alone can overlook the cultural meanings people at-
tach to animals, the multiplicity of human-non-human relations 
(Glentworth et  al.,  2024), and the uncertainty associated with 
these past, present, and future relationships. The challenges of 
a non-interventionist approach also vary depending on the size, 
scope, and openness of the rewilding project. In smaller proj-
ects—such as individual species reintroductions—some mortality 
is expected as animals adjust to the wild, but welfare concerns 
remain, for instance with beavers (Crowley et al., 2017). In larger 
projects that aim to restore full ecological functioning and rela-
tions, including predators, letting nature take its course may be 
more accepted. Still, critics argue rewilding often seeks a contra-
dictory ideal: animals that are wild, but not too wild (Von Essen 
& Allen,  2016). Recognising the agency of individual animals, 
even within controlled projects, can help us reflect on the values 
behind rewilding and the ethical trade-offs it involves (Ramp & 
Bekoff, 2015). Thinking about what happens to restored species 
and who is carrying coexistence burdens helps challenge human-
centred conservation and instead promotes multi-species justice 
(Srinivasan, 2022). This might mean, as Ward and Prior (2020, 111) 
suggest, ‘stepping alongside’ non-humans, approaching rewilding 
with ethics, compassion, and shared responsibility, so that animals 

are seen not as passive tools, but as co-participants in creating 
more just futures for all (Shoreman-Ouimet & Kopnina, 2015b).

2.3.3  |  Question 3: Which costs and benefits are 
prioritised in rewilding? A political ecology perspective 
on Knepp Wildland

The Knepp Estate in West Sussex, once unprofitable under intensive 
farming, has since 2002 built a successful rewilding-based business 
model that includes ecotourism, regenerative farming, and wild meat 
production (Tree, 2023).

Inspired by a visit to the Dutch Oostvaardersplassen project, 
the Knepp estate owners adopted Vera's  (2002) wood pasture 
model as their reference, using herbivores and reintroduced spe-
cies to create a dynamic wood pasture landscape of grazed sa-
vanna, thorny scrub, groves, and open-grown trees (Knepp Castle 
Estate, 2024b). The site is publicly accessible via the public rights 
of way network and has 16 miles of walking routes and a range of 
nature-based tourism experiences that showcase its restoration 
work. Drawing on the Burrell family's personal history and ties to 
the former British colony of Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), 
the estate's marketing relies on safari tropes, where nature resto-
ration activities have transformed the landscape to such an extent 
that ‘Looking out of the windows and seeing herds of fallow wandering 
across the landscape, felt like being in the middle of the Serengeti’ 
(Knepp Castle Estate, 2024c). On its website, visitors are encour-
aged to book guided tours with titles such as ‘Wild Horses Safari’, 
‘Nightingale Safari and Supper’ and ‘Stockman Safari’. These tours, 
held in open-sided vehicles that resemble traditional safari trucks 
(Figure 3), cost between £60 and £300 per person (Knepp Castle 
Estate, 2025). We examine this case study through a political ecol-
ogy lens to address our third question: which costs and benefits 
are prioritised in rewilding?

F I G U R E  3  An open-sided safari vehicle used at Knepp Wildland 
Project. Photo credit: Claudia Wartmann.
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As a self-described ‘leading light’ (Knepp Castle Estate, 2024d) 
in the British conservation movement, the ‘Knepp model’ could set 
the agenda for rewilding in England. It is used as an exemplar by 
environmental charity Rewilding Britain, it features as the only re-
wilding case study in UK government policy (Cary & 
Wartmann, 2024), its owners have recently published a ‘how to’ 
guide to rewilding (Tree,  2023), are the subjects of a film,3 and 
have expanded their rewilding influence into projects in Europe 
(Rewilding Europe, 2023; Tree, 2024). However, Knepp's success 
as a modern wildlife conservation project hinges not only on the 
estate's ability to preserve biological species diversity. As a pri-
vately owned estate passed down through generations, conserva-
tion efforts at Knepp are inextricable from broader issues of land 
ownership, power and land use. This raises critical questions about 
the social and political direction in which the Knepp model is 
steering the conservation movement, both in the UK and beyond, 
particularly as it is celebrated as a flagship rewilding project with 
considerable influence.

Drawing on feminist science studies scholar Donna 
Haraway (2008), we can ask: who benefits from the ‘Knepp model’ 
of rewilding? At first, the answer seems obvious. The Knepp estate 
provides various ecosystem services aimed at addressing ecological 
crises, from climate change to biodiversity loss. The restored ecosys-
tem at Knepp is ‘a story of hope’, the estate's webpage accordingly 
instructs, ‘showing how nature can bounce back if we let it’ (Knepp 
Castle Estate, 2024e). Framed this way, it appears that nature itself 
is the primary beneficiary. However, a closer look at what caused 
nature's decline in the first place suggests that replacing row crops 
with rewilding does not automatically represent a complete shift in 
approach, even if it implies hope for biological diversity (Leadbeater 
et  al.,  2022). Central to the long history of human-caused extinc-
tions are issues of colonialism, extractivism, and capitalism among 
others, all of which are based on unequal access to, and control 
of, land. These are rooted in a historically specific set of practices 
which imagine land solely as an inanimate background for resource 
exploitation (Latour et al., 2018, 592). It is significant that contem-
porary conservation efforts at Knepp and elsewhere rely on land-
use practices oriented toward financial profitability predicated on 
private land ownership, even if the object of cultivation is now biodi-
versity and ecological function.

Through translating nature into financial currency, the concept 
of ecosystem services, even if framed as producing public goods 
(Fisher et  al.,  2009), reproduces nature-as-resource and land-as-
property in subtle yet fundamental ways. At Knepp, the focus is on 
leveraging emerging natural capital markets and policies to support 
their ‘vision of a sustainable future’, the estate's Head of Natural 
Capital informed a guided tour that two of the authors participated 
in (Brieghel and Wartmann) during the autumn of 2023. This vi-
sion implies using nature-based solutions to achieve nutrient miti-
gation, flood management and carbon sequestration among other 
things, which are scientifically documented through continuous data 

collection with future investors and private sector actors in mind. 
Such schemes promise investors and shareholders the possibility to 
reach net-zero through nature regeneration and carbon sequestra-
tion programs, but they also inherently tie local landscape dynamics 
and hopes of restoring these to the global currents of capitalism and 
industry.

While scientific documentation of natural processes is crucial for 
addressing climate change, doing so under a ‘nature-positive busi-
ness’ model, as Knepp describes it, risks focusing on only ‘the nature 
that capital can see’ (Robertson,  2006, 368). In other words, that 
capital, rather than nature itself, will shape the restoration process. 
Such an approach, where rewilding is driven by business interests, 
could reinforce land access as an elitist privilege, which is a major 
obstacle to achieving a just environmental transition (Newell & 
Mulvaney, 2013). Since both Knepp's research and tourism strategies 
are aimed at high-value markets, it raises the question of whether 
the ‘Knepp model’ will be sufficient to build the broad-based envi-
ronmental public that will care for British waters, woodlands, and 
species diversity in the future (Green, 2022).

2.3.4  |  Question 4: Whose identities, histories and 
visions are foregrounded in rewilding? A human 
geographical perspective on Alladale Wilderness 
Reserve

Purchased in 2003 by Paul Lister, Alladale in the Scottish Highlands 
(Figure  4) was once used as a sporting estate but now focuses 
on nature-positive tourism at the Alladale Wilderness Reserve. 
Conservation efforts include large-scale reforestation, peat bog 
restoration, and encouraging natural forest regeneration through 
deer management. However, plans to release grey wolves into a 
controlled area of 50,000 acres have sparked controversy (Alladale 
Wilderness Reserve, 2024a). In this section, we explore the Alladale 
case study through a human geography perspective to address the 

 3Wilding, the movie, released 2024: https://​www.​wildi​ngmov​ie.​com/​.

F I G U R E  4  Mountainous terrain of the Scottish Highlands. Photo 
credit: Callam Barnes.
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fourth question: whose identities, histories, and visions are priori-
tised in rewilding?

Framed as a ‘wilderness in pupation, deep in the Scottish 
Highlands’ (Alladale Wilderness Reserve,  2024a), Alladale's plans 
focus on constructing wilderness both ecologically and aestheti-
cally. While no specific temporal baseline is provided, the language 
on Alladale's website invokes pre-agricultural visions of the environ-
ment the reserve aims to restore. The current environment is de-
scribed as a ‘sterile dead zone’ overrun by deer and sheep (Alladale 
Wilderness Reserve,  2024b), contrasting with the rewilded land 
portrayed as a ‘sanctuary in the heart of the Scottish Highlands,’ 
offering luxury, seclusion, and raw beauty (Alladale Wilderness 
Reserve, 2024c).

A human geography lens helps us explore the aesthetici-
sation of places such as the Scottish Highlands, where place is 
theorised as meaningful and connected to people's experiences 
(Cresswell,  2006; Tuan,  1977). Invoking imaginaries of sterility 
and emptiness of the Scottish Highlands helps to legitimise re-
storative activity in these locations as normative, moral and good 
(Wartmann & Lorimer, 2024). Through rewilding, the ‘dead zone’ 
is transformed into a meaningful place, benefiting those who 
can afford to access it as a tourist destination; but ignores that 
this place was neither dead nor devoid of meaning for commu-
nities with ties to these areas which were historically disrupted. 
During the Highland Clearances in the 18th and 19th centuries 
small-scale farmers were forcibly and violently evicted to make 
way for more economically profitable sheep farming. This histori-
cal context shapes ongoing struggles over land ownership and the 
definition of what the Highlands should look like (Richards, 2020). 
Collaborative research in the Scottish Gàidhealtachd, the Scottish 
Highlands and Islands and their associated Gaelic-speaking cul-
ture, reveals the inaccuracies of contemporary Highland aesthetic 
projections as empty and wild. Rather than being devastated, 
empty spaces, these areas are richly ‘peopled and historied’ 
(Mhathúna,  2021, 252). In the case of Alladale, the idea of fos-
tering ‘wild’ landscapes without people is thus highly political. Its 
aesthetic framings of the Highlands overlook local histories and 
cultures, affecting who is seen as belonging and who is excluded 
(Grenier, 2005). Imagining the landscape as sterile erases cultural 
ties and influences who is considered part of the Highlands' future 
(Wartmann & Lorimer, 2024). Aesthetic framings of the Highlands, 
and their desirable and non- desirable states, thus have justice im-
plications in how they value or devalue distinct identities, histo-
ries, cultures and relations of belonging (Grenier, 2005). Applying 
a human geographical perspective enables the ‘re-situating’ 
(Mustonen et al., 2022) of local communities and indigenous peo-
ples into the conservation context. Such a perspective can also 
work to cultivate what historian Kate Brown (2019) has called land-
scape ‘literacy’; a way of reading landscapes by paying attention to 
the long-term and often unforeseen ecological effects of human–
landscape interactions. Such literacy can help to find pathways 
for more sustainable human–nature exchanges by understanding 
how such interactions through time have shaped the structure and 

function of landscapes we see today (Swanson et al., 2021). In this 
way rewilding projects can collaboratively shape more just future 
projections for the places they aspire to care for, by paying atten-
tion to the identities, histories and cultures which are embedded 
within them.

2.3.5  |  Question 5: Who participates in rewilding 
decision-making and how? A sociological perspective 
on Carpathia

Rewilding efforts in Eastern Europe have been ongoing for over a 
decade (Lorimer & Driessen,  2014), but they are gaining increas-
ing support from philanthropic organisations. One such initiative 
in the Southern Carpathian Mountains in Romania (Figure 5), called 
the ‘Yellowstone of Europe’ (Tree,  2024), is led by Foundation 
Conservation Carpathia. The Foundation aims to create a large wil-
derness reserve in the Southern Carpathian Mountains, covering 
over 250,000 hectares and supporting key populations of brown 
bear, grey wolf, and lynx. The Foundation is working to acquire, pro-
tect, and manage forests and grasslands to create a reserve that can 
support large carnivores and allow natural processes to occur. Their 
activities include tree planting, reintroducing species including bison 
and beavers, stopping trophy hunting in certain areas, and offering 
compensation for livestock losses due to predators. The Foundation 
plans to return the land to the public as a National Park (Foundation 
Conservation Carpathia,  2024a). In our fifth case study, we use a 
sociological perspective to explore who is involved in rewilding 
decision-making and how.

Philanthropic foundations like Carpathia play a key role in en-
vironmental governance, not only by providing funding but also 
by influencing social, economic, and political agendas. They shape 
discussions on specific issues or regions and push for preferred 
solutions to environmental challenges (Betsill et al., 2022). Board 
members of Carpathia are entrepreneurial, influential individuals 
and part of a so-called transnational network of ‘conservation 
elite’ (Holmes, 2011; Vesalon & Anghel, 2023) mobilising around 

F I G U R E  5  The Carpathian Mountains are rich in biological and 
cultural diversity. Photo credit: Max from Pixabay.
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conservation projects globally to deliver their vision for a more 
biodiverse future. A look at the composition of the board of this 
Foundation (as of January 2025) reveals how decision-making 
power is distributed—of 10 board members, all are white, middle-
aged to elderly males, of which three are Romanian. Backed by 
philanthropists and conservationists from the UK and central 
Europe, the Foundation's non-Romanian board members include 
prominent rewilding advocates such as Paul Lister (owner of 
Alladale Wilderness Reserve), Danish entrepreneur Anders Holch 
Povlsen (owner of Glenfeshie and other estates in Scotland), 
and Charlie Burrell (owner of Knepp Castle estate) (Foundation 
Conservation Carpathia,  2024b). Such a board composition may 
well be reflective of the power dynamics common in many globally 
operating companies, which also influences philanthropic circles. 
Nonetheless, it is noteworthy that the board is predominantly 
composed of British and Swiss philanthropists who endeavour to 
rewild the Carpathians.

Romania's post-socialist status adds complexity to the region's 
sociological context. Socio-economic, institutional, and political 
changes have shaped land use in the Southern Carpathian Mountains 
(Knorn et al., 2012). The fall of Nicolae Ceaușescu's Communist party 
regime in 1989, following the Romanian Revolution and his execution, 
led to agricultural land abandonment, rural depopulation, and trends 
of both reforestation and deforestation (Munteanu et  al.,  2014). 
During the shift from socialism to market economies, land was priva-
tised through restitution and distribution (Lerman et al., 2004), with 
state and non-state actors, such as former landowners, agricultural 
managers, and entrepreneurs, negotiating land rights and access 
(Vasile, 2008). Romania has also implemented EU nature laws aimed 
at expanding and connecting protected areas (Knorn et al., 2012). In 
this context, nature conservation has become a significant focus, sup-
ported by various NGOs, partly driven by efforts to combat illegal 
logging (Vasile & Iordăchescu, 2022). Carpathia's wilderness vision is 
located in an area home to diverse communities and traditional land-
use practices that have existed for centuries (Iordăchescu,  2018). 
These practices include herding, foraging, plant growing, and ex-
tensive forestry, all of which have shaped the cultural landscapes 
of the Carpathian Mountains (Elbakidze & Angelstam,  2007). With 
government support, the Foundation has expanded its land hold-
ings by purchasing property and asking local communities to give 
up their rights to forest commons, areas that are held collectively 
by communities (Iordăchescu, 2021). As a result, the ‘Yellowstone of 
Europe’ has become a focus of critical social science research, viewed 
as a textbook example of neoliberal conservation (Aastrup,  2020; 
Iordăchescu, 2018, 2021; Vesalon & Anghel, 2023).

While the Foundation promotes community outreach and ed-
ucation (Foundation Conservation Carpathia,  2025), ethnographic 
research (Iordăchescu,  2018, 2021) shows that the methods used 
to create this wilderness are similar to those in Yellowstone, where 
local communities experience dispossession and restrictions on their 
activities. For example, the construction of fences has limited access 
for forest-dependent communities and local pastoralists, leading to 
fines, confiscations, and conflict (Iordăchescu,  2021). Local Roma 

communities (Rudari), already disadvantaged by unclear land ten-
ure and poor infrastructure, have had their livelihoods severely im-
pacted by restrictions on access to forests and foraging areas (ibid). 
Despite claims of community education, the conservation approach 
resembles previous fortress conservation approaches implemented 
in Africa and Latin America (West et al., 2006).

A sociological perspective adds significant value in this case by 
highlighting the diverse range of actors involved—local communities, 
authorities, government officials, and conservationists—each with 
varying levels of decision-making power and sometimes conflicting 
interests (Aastrup, 2020). Power imbalances affect individuals' abil-
ity to act, with powerful organisations or individuals often shaping 
outcomes to serve their own purposes, leaving others marginalised 
(Ruano-Chamorro et  al.,  2021). While Foundation Conservation 
Carpathia has the resources and influence to push its vision of a 
wilderness reserve through land purchases and access negotiations, 
this creates a disconnect between the decision-makers and the 
people affected by these decisions (Adams, 2017). Participatory in-
justice arises when marginalised voices are excluded from decision-
making processes. A sociological perspective helps us understand 
the political and socio-cultural dynamics that conservation projects 
intersect with, shedding light on the causes of social issues. To cre-
ate more inclusive, grounded, and just conservation, consideration 
must be given to the different ways cultural groups value nature and 
protected areas (Bobowski & Fiege, 2023).

2.4  |  Comparative analysis of case studies

Looking at these five rewilding projects, we see that issues of his-
torical equity are often overlooked in rewilding decisions, whether in 
novel ecosystems or those based on past practices. Common justice-
related themes emerge across the projects discussed in this article.

The use of scientific frameworks to justify actions is rooted in a 
Western scientific view that prioritises certain values, marginalising 
other knowledge and ways of valuing nature. The idea of wolf-based 
wilderness from Yellowstone continues to influence global rewilding 
projects, such as the Alladale Wilderness Reserve, where the pro-
posed reintroduction of wolves has sparked both media debate and 
scientific research on its feasibility (Sandom et al., 2012, 272). The 
scientific labelling of animals as ecosystem engineers at places such 
as Yellowstone and Oostvaardersplassen reflects current environ-
mental values, but these same scientific views once justified their 
culling. Environmental knowledge is partial, selective, and political 
(Turnhout, 2018). While public pressure on state-owned sites may 
lead to changes in management decisions (e.g. Oostvaardersplassen), 
privately owned sites, like Knepp, are less accountable. At Knepp, 
estate owners control which scientific research and researchers are 
allowed access, effectively gatekeeping certain types of knowledge 
and actors while excluding others (Tate, 2020). By producing knowl-
edge to optimise certain aspects of nature valued by high-value visi-
tors and investors, these rewilding sites are shaped by economic and 
social structures that prioritise consumptive value (Turnhout, 2024).
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This rewilding model, driven by individual landowners, is hard to 
integrate into policy and planning, meaning biodiversity outcomes 
may not align with regional or national conservation goals. However, 
it is still seen as an apolitical force for good, even though nature-
based solutions and market-driven values are the main factors in 
decision-making. This type of neoliberal or ‘fictitious’ conservation 
(Büscher & Fletcher, 2015) focuses on technological solutions rather 
than social change (McAfee, 1999) and uses tools such as biodiver-
sity offsetting and carbon science to measure and manage nature 
while seemingly addressing biodiversity loss and human-induced cli-
mate change (Dunlap, 2023).

In privately owned rewilding projects, alongside the idea of 
restorative actions, colonial ideas of empty wilderness and safari 
aesthetics are used as conservation spectacles (Igoe,  2010, 2013) 
to attract high-value tourism. Much like Yellowstone's preservation, 
which relied on exclusive access and maintaining natural spaces to a 
specific aesthetic (Murdock, 2021), rewilding projects today share 
similar goals, with Yellowstone inspiring conservation efforts in 
Eastern Europe. At Carpathia, Knepp, and Alladale, powerful con-
servation elites shape aesthetic values and prioritise tourism and 
commercial development to satisfy global capital (Gelves-Gomez 
et al., 2024). This commodification of ‘wild nature’ risks disconnect-
ing local communities from the land they have traditionally worked, 
as areas are enclosed for conservation. Despite focusing on ecolog-
ical science, our analysis shows that these initiatives often reflect 
exclusionary ideologies and narratives about who and what belong 
in these landscapes. Critical social science reveals these decisions 
as neo-colonial erasures of local identities and land connections, 
repeating historical patterns of slow violence (Nixon, 2011) and dis-
possession for elite agendas, now focused on ecotourism rather than 
resource production.

3  |  DISCUSSION

Through these rewilding examples, we have demonstrated how ideas 
and knowledge about rewilding do not simply diffuse equally, they 
‘travel’ along particular ‘knowledge networks’ (Phelps et al., 2012) 
and get variously adopted, and sometimes adapted, according to 
contexts. Understanding these shifts across time and space helps 
explain why certain interpretations of rewilding are embraced in dif-
ferent places.

As we have highlighted, nostalgic visions influence rewilding. 
While nostalgia can be productive (De Vroey, 2023), it needs to ac-
count for the specific histories, memories, and traditions that shape 
the cultural heritage of places. By addressing issues of justice, such 
as participatory, recognition, and distributive justice, we encourage 
those engaging in rewilding to consider who is shaping visions of 
future landscapes and what inequalities different rewilding models 
may reproduce. Through powerful myths and stories, conservation 
can legitimise social injustice by ignoring problems or focusing on 
more valued aspects, like charismatic species (Brockington,  2004; 
Lorimer,  2007). Critical social science helps reflect on these 

narratives and the knowledge behind them, questioning whether 
they reinforce existing ideas or open space for more inclusive and 
just approaches.

In particular, we advocate for today's conservationists to pay 
attention to the framings and language used in their aspirations 
for these environments. Language matters, and narratives shape 
public perceptions and acceptance of conservation initiatives 
(Kong et al., 2024). At Knepp Wildland, while the use of safari ter-
minology for their wilding tourism may be borne from a desire and 
marketing standpoint for broad appeal, together with aspects of 
the biography of the Burrell family, this speaks to some of the co-
lonial shadows this aesthetic is casting into the present; but which 
is not directly addressed or reappraised from a historical perspec-
tive. Given conservation strategies in Africa continue to propagate 
environmental, socio-economic and racial injustices we question 
whether the decision to reflect safari aesthetics at Knepp contrib-
utes to the ‘continued pedestalisation of southern African con-
servation’ (Thakholi et  al.,  2024, 5), and the socially unjust model 
it represents. Knepp's successful framing in national policy (Cary & 
Wartmann,  2024), alongside their prominence in public discourse 
(Tree,  2018; Weston,  2022), means the owners of this estate are 
powerful players in the production and validation of rewilding 
knowledge. As part of a network of conservation elites, their sphere 
of influence extends to projects globally. As a high-profile project, 
Knepp Wildland has the potential to forge pathways which delink 
from global capitalism and usher in epistemic and distributive justice 
in nature conservation; as such, Knepp Wildland could play a leading 
role in reflecting on aspects of social inclusivity and value pluralism 
and inspire other projects to follow suit. Likewise, to bring about 
more convivial outcomes (Büscher & Fletcher,  2019; Massarella 
et al., 2022) in protected areas, Foundation Conservation Carpathia 
could revisit its decision-making structure to dismantle patriarchal 
norms (Bossert et al., 2024) and ensure that marginalised voices are 
heard, and that already marginalised nature-dependant groups are 
not further affected. This approach would promote participatory 
justice and reimagine protected areas as places of shared steward-
ship, where both ecological and cultural resources are valued by di-
verse communities (Bobowski & Fiege, 2023).

By including social scientists, alongside natural scientists, 
conservationists can advocate for a more culturally sensitive 
framing of rewilding which pays attention to human interactions 
with place, nature and each other. Incorporating traditional eco-
logical and embodied knowledge into conservation projects more 
broadly may help bridge the gap between different worldviews 
and enhance recognition justice by acknowledging and respecting 
identities, histories and cultures (Mhathúna, 2021). At Alladale in 
Scotland, this could mean that the Gaelic cultural concept of dùth-
chas, which conveys both sense of place and belonging and en-
compasses notions of landscape, geography, history, experience 
and home, takes its place at the decision-making table, to counter-
balance the dominant narratives that currently shape conserva-
tion and sustainability in the Scottish Highlands (Mhathúna, 2021, 
259).
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In order to achieve more just outcomes, rewilding decision-
making must be open to critical examination and co-creation. This 
is essential for social justice and to unlock the ‘transformative po-
tential of conservation’ (Bennett & Roth,  2019, 6A). As Swanson 
et al. (2021) point out, when we reshape landscapes, we often forget 
what was there before, assuming that social, economic, political, and 
ecological dynamics are fixed, when they are recent and constantly 
changing. This ‘forgetting’ is also called ‘shifting baseline syndrome’, 
where newly shaped landscapes become the accepted reality, even 
in conservation (Nassauer, 1995). Human geography highlights how 
what we see as ‘pristine’ landscapes are shaped by human history 
and culture (Gan et al., 2017). While it is challenging to reconcile dif-
ferent views on how landscapes should look, and who should have 
access, considering aspects such as historical authenticity, sense of 
place, and regional identity in landscape management can reveal the 
cultural layers within them (Drenthen,  2018). We see such multi-
disciplinary engagement as key for rewilding and other conservation 
initiatives to better align decision-making and practice with justice 
principles, and to help deliver transformational benefits for people 
and nature.

4  |  OUTLOOK

Achieving a balance of environmental interests requires integrating 
different types of knowledge. The social sciences are valuable here, 
offering philosophical, theoretical, and methodological perspectives 
to analyse conservation solutions and their justice outcomes (Moon 
et  al.,  2019). We examined some of the social motivations behind 
rewilding projects, thus going beyond the justification of ecological 
functions, and viewing rewilding decisions as influenced by under-
lying ideologies (Gammon, 2018b). In this way, rewilding becomes 
more than just a conservation tool. It serves to explore core politi-
cal and justice issues related to land use, governance, power imbal-
ances, and trade-offs between different values.

By focusing on five questions, discussed through five case stud-
ies, we have shed light on different and sometimes difficult ques-
tions we must ask of conservation projects. We have advanced 
the conversation by aligning rewilding decision-making with social 
justice principles, focusing on specific rewilding models to reveal 
the social motivations and ideologies which factor into rewilding 
decision-making and allowing us to reflect on the justice trade-offs 
involved. We go beyond existing research in this area and work 
across disciplines to get beneath surface appearances and situate re-
wilding decisions in wider social and historical settings. Through this, 
we aim to constructively contribute to key critical social research 
debates around the specificity of knowledge, structural relations of 
inequality and oppression, and wider advocacy for social justice in 
conservation (Muncie, 2006).

We hope to provide readers with an overview and some inspi-
ration on questions to ask, and suggest that future research takes 
these questions as the basis for future ethnographic work to achieve 
deeper empirical and conceptual engagement. We acknowledge 

that our choice of case studies does not capture the full diversity 
of rewilding practices. Future research could explore the justice as-
pects of rewilding initiatives with different governance models, such 
as community-driven projects or informal reintroductions outside 
fenced or managed areas. This could offer valuable insights into the 
socio-ecological dynamics of more inclusive models and help guide 
the implementation of just rewilding practices. While our study was 
constrained by necessary limitations in scope, we encourage future 
cross-disciplinary dialogue and recognise the wide range of disci-
plines, both within and beyond the social sciences and humanities, 
that can contribute to this ongoing conversation.
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