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0. Overview

In this paper, I first remind the reader of the fact that, in the hegemonic European discourse, the

word ‘rewilding’ is used such that naturalistic grazing is its exemplar (§1). Then I draw an important

distinction between two types of questions that should be raised regarding practices called

‘rewilding’ in Europe (§§2-3). The first is whether certain projects should be called ‘rewilding’

despite being limited in their scope and scale (§2). This question is not unimportant; however, I

believe it has garnered too much attention in exclusion of the even bigger question of whether

certain projects should be undertaken at all. In the case of many European naturalistic grazing

projects, I believe that the latter is the question that must be asked (§3), not merely whether the

projects should be called ‘rewilding’ in spite of their often small size. I elaborate this claim by

invoking topics with which a North American rewilding audience should be familiar: the depletion

of vegetation in landscapes with abundance of large herbivores without natural predators (§3.1);

the afforestation of abandoned farmland (§3.2); the status of Pleistocene rewilding (§3.3).

Some apologists for European “rewilding” emphasise that Europe cannot accommodate the scale

of rewilding possible in the North American continent. That is beside the point, however, because

it is a two-way ocean, and naturalistic grazing could be implemented in North America. I challenge

North American rewilding advocates to explain why they are not advocating similar practices for

their own continent – and, in turn, why these reasons should not apply equally to Europe (§3.4).

But, of course, I couldn’t stop there without revisiting my diagnosis of my own main reasons – that

is, core moral intuitions – for my differing attitudes toward the “rewilding” traditions in North

America versus Europe. At the end of “On Rewilding (Whatever That Is),” I posed a “double bind”

for Rewilding Europe and its agrarian/Pleistocene baselines; I develop that a bit more here (§4).

1. Beating a Dead Konik Pony: ‘Rewilding’ is Transatlantically Ambiguous

It would be beating a dead Konik pony to review the difference in meaning between the North

American and European applications of the word ‘rewilding’ yet again. I wrote about it at length in
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“On Rewilding (Whatever That Is): Thoughts of a Faux-Expat” (§2), drawing especially from the

Danish context, where I developed my argument that the term should be treated as semantically

ambiguous. But the truth is that it’s an uncontested fact that the term ‘rewilding’ in European

discourse is associated with the Dutch concept of nature development, its flagship project of

Oostvaardersplassen, and “naturalistic grazing” by large herbivores, often domesticated horses

and cattle, almost invariably for the purpose of maintaining an open landscape. This itself is not a

contentious claim; it is an observation made by nearly all commentators on the matter, whether

they’re in favour of European “rewilding” or against it, whether they’re attempting to define

‘rewilding’ or bemoaning the lack of a clear definition.1 As I discussed in “On Rewilding (Whatever

That Is),” what is peculiar is that, despite this, few commentators posit semantic ambiguity – a

notable exception being Mark Fisher’s characterisation of the situation as a drift in meaning.2

It is important to point out, especially for a North American audience who might find it strange,

that “conservation grazing” is quite common in Europe; it is not limited to projects that describe

themselves as ‘rewilding’. In Denmark, I encountered the practice of using cattle to prevent the

growth of trees and scrub many times over before I finally realised that the word ‘rewilding’ is used

in the country to refer to more of the same.3 Moreover, the express purpose is often to preserve

human-created “cultural” landscapes (heathland, meadow, wood pasture, parkland, etc); the EU

3 e.g.Fløjgaard, C et al, 2021, Biodiversitetseffekter af Rewilding: Videnskabelig rapport fra DCE – Nationalt
Center for Miljø og Energi.

2 See, e.g., Fisher, M, 29 Mar 2019, “Drifting from Rewilding,” Rewilding Earth. Fisher has extensively
chronicled the semantic drift of ‘rewilding’ over the past decade in his blog at self-willed-land.org.uk.

1 Here are just a few examples from varied quarters:
• Lorimer, J, et al, 2015, “Rewilding: Science, Practice, and Politics,” Annual Review of Environment and
Resources 40: “In the European model, greater importance is afforded to naturalistic grazing, that is, grazing
hardy animals outside of a field-based farming system,” “Although contested as a model for mid-Holocene
landscapes, Vera’s theory has had a powerful influence on rewilding practice in Europe. European rewilding
through naturalistic grazing generally focuses on re-establishing a guild of large herbivores—cattle, horses,
wild boar, beavers, and bison—whose grazing and browsing would restore or create complex and
species-rich ecosystems on reclaimed areas or those previously used for agriculture or forestry” (p. 44).
• Nogués-Bravo, D, et al, 2016, “Rewilding is the new Pandora’s box in conservation,” Current Biology 26: “In
much of Europe, at the turn of the century, rewilding quickly turned its focus to ‘naturalized grazing’
(rewilding without predators) as a means to preserve and develop particular kinds of landscapes, where
grazing was perceived as a natural process that had been lost” (p. R87).
• Keulart, J, 2020, “Philosophical Boundary Work for Wildlife Conservation: The Case of the
Oostvaardersplassen,” A Guide to Field Philosophy: Case Studies and Practical Strategies): “Whereas North
American rewilders have emphasized the role of predation by large carnivores, Dutch and, subsequently,
European rewilders have focused on naturalistic grazing by large herbivores” (p. 129).
• Carver et al, 2021, “Guiding principles for rewilding,” Conservation Biology 35 (referring to a global
“rewilding pioneers survey” with 24 European respondents): “In Europe, participants predominantly cited
the influences of Frans Vera (2000) and the Dutch policy of Nature Development. Here, the emphasis is on
more functionalist approaches to nature management compared with the classic compositional approach.
Emphasis was often on the use of large herbivores to maintain disturbance through grazing, which is
assumed to result in heterogeneous mixtures of open areas and woodland or wood pasture (an open
landscape with scattered trees), sometimes in association with commercial ecotourism” (p. 1888).
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Habitats Directive and Natura 2000 network, for example, encompass habitats that are

admittedly the product of human exploitation of landscapes.4 My impression is that insofar as

European “rewilding” can be said to differ from mainstream conservation grazing at all, it does so

primarily in (a) its theoretical justification as restoring analogues to Pleistocene species

assemblages and ecosystems and (b) a relatively lower degree of control over the grazing animals.

(a) Whereas mainstream European conservation is willingly open to accept the protection of

agricultural landscapes among its goals – that is, without any attempt to establish that the

landscapes resemble natural conditions – European “rewilders” argue that they are “reassembling

the guilds of megaherbivores” that would have lived on the continent in the late Pleistocene,5 as

well as the open landscapes that their grazing is supposed to have maintained. In this context,

Frans Vera’s 2000 book Grazing Ecology and Forest History often continues to be invoked as the

locus classicus to justify naturalistic grazing and the maintenance of open landscapes as

representing a natural state, notwithstanding subsequent criticism of much of Vera’s research and

conclusions (although I suppose everything the man has written is ipso facto Veracious in a sense?

…sorry).6 That said, I did not encounter as much veneration of Vera in the Danish context, perhaps

due the country’s own in-house scholars like Jens Svenning and Rasmus Ejrnæs, who have

conducted their own research on dung beetle prevalence on which they base their thesis of a

greater prevalence of (semi-)open landscapes in the Pleistocene (although, incidentally,

supporting the rejection of Vera’s wood pasture hypothesis for the early Holocene – but that is

irrelevant in their view, since they assume the Pleistocene to provide the appropriate baseline).7

To this extent, European “rewilding” does not differ in practice from the broader mainstream

custom of maintaining open landscapes via grazing; the difference is only in the stated rationale:

replicating pre-human conditions rather than preserving human-derived ones. However, the

aspiration to reconstitute extinct herbivore guilds also gives rise to some implementational

differences; for instance, the breeds chosen for the projects are supposed to represent our best

7 e.g. Sandom, C et al, 2014, “High herbivore density associated with vegetation diversity in interglacial
ecosystems,” PNAS 111:11, 4162–4167.

6 I haven’t done an extensive review, but see, e.g., Mitchell, F, 2004, “  How open were European primeval
forests? Hypothesis testing using palaeoecological data,” Journal of Ecology 93:1, 168-177 and Birks, J, 2005,
“Mind the gap: how open were European primeval forests?” Trends in Evolution and Ecology 20:4, 154-156.

5 The language of “reassembling guilds of megaherbivores” is used, for example, by Paul Jepson in his
description of Rewilding Europe’s work to the audience of the Rewilding Earth Podcast (Episode 12).

4 …with one example being the majority of the 17 protected habitats on the deforested Danish island of
Anholt, to which I dedicated its own blog post (“In Memory of Anholt as I Never Knew Her,” Jul 2022).

3

https://u.osu.edu/mcfarland.309/2022/07/31/in-memory-of-anholt-as-i-never-knew-her/


available approximations of the genotypes and phenotypes of extinct wild herbivores (e.g., in the

case of Oostvaardersplassen, Konik ponies for tarpans and Heck cattle for aurochs).

(b) In addition, there are some implementational differences that are supposed to render the

naturalistic grazing of so-called “rewilding” projects into something closer to wild nature than

more traditional implementations of conservation grazing. Specifically, the livestock are

“free-living” in the sense that they remain in their enclosure year-round without supplemental

feeding or shelter during the winter (although, personally, I don’t think I would say “I’m livin’ free”

to mean that I’m permanently confined to one area and unable to order delivery). In the infamous

Oostvaardersplassen project, horses, cows, and deer were allowed to starve and thus have their

population sizes regulated from the bottom up (cf. §3.1 below) – generating enormous public

outcry against the project. Because of this, “rewilding” is sometimes associated in the public mind

with the practice of allowing domestic horses and cows to starve to death. However, EU law

precludes kept animals from being left without adequate food or medical care; thus, subsequent

Oostvaardersplassen-inspired projects have typically involved monitoring and removal of sick or

starving animals, as well as human oversight to maintain population sizes at the desired densities.

If that all seems little different from animal husbandry, that’s because it’s little different from

animal husbandry. Yet that is what prototypical European “rewilding” is. The “corridors” and

“carnivores” so often mentioned in North American discourse are notable only in their absence.

It is easy to be seduced by the idea that as soon as this European usage of ‘rewilding’ is revealed,

proponents of rewilding in the North American tradition will say, “Oh, no, that’s not what we’re

talking about at all!” In fact, however, this has seldom seemed to happen in my experience, and

the true explanandum is why more commentators don’t posit that ‘rewilding’ is ambiguous. It is not

as though it’s an unfamiliar idea that a word can mean different things to speakers in different

geographical regions; we have no problem navigating transatlantic ambiguities in other cases, as

when we speak about “football,” “chips,” or “biscuits” or declare “I’m not wearing any pants.” I didn’t

have an explanation for this when I wrote my “Thoughts of a Faux-Expat,” and I still don’t.

Why do I myself insist upon describing the difference as one of semantic ambiguity rather than

merely different “types of rewilding”? Well, for one thing, when I’m speaking with others in the

North American context (such as my colleagues at The Rewilding Institute), I am happy to assent

to the sentence “I support rewilding.” However, when I’m in Denmark, I would not be willing to tell

conservationists “I support rewilding,” since I would be interpreted as declaring my support for
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naturalistic grazing, and I have yet to be convinced that I ought to support this practice. It is not

that I am truthful in the US but not in Denmark or vice versa; it’s that I realise that the sentence “I

support rewilding” will be interpreted as entailing different things in the respective contexts.

Some might argue that this is consistent with mere context sensitivity rather than ambiguity, or

that the difference is pragmatic rather than semantic – for the purpose of advancing substantive

dialogue about conservation practices, let’s just say “whatever” here. The important point is that it

cannot be assumed, for example, that organisations like The Rewilding Institute and Rewilding

Europe are transatlantic counterparts simply because they adopt the same word. Failing to

recognise this leads to the elision of critical underlying disagreements about ecology and ethics.

2. Two Types of Questions: ‘Is it Rewilding?’ vs ‘Should it Be Done?’

There seems to be a misconception among some American observers that the only difference

between European and North American rewilding is one of scale, and that the reason “rewilding”

looks different in Europe is that there’s no room for the kind of continent-scale rewilding that has

defined the North American tradition.8 Setting aside the issue of whether we should be defeatists

about Europe, it is imperative here to differentiate two types of questions: the first is whether

certain projects should be called rewilding; the second is whether certain projects should be

conducted at all. Although both questions are relevant to the European context, it is important not

to allow the issue of the scale of stereotypical projects to overshadow issues of their content.

I will return to the latter below (§3), but let’s first say something about the concern over

small-scale restoration projects, in part to help to differentiate it from the second issue. One can

find numerous examples of individuals and organisations that dub small-scale projects “rewilding”

even though these projects contribute nothing towards the establishment of “sprawling wild

landscapes with linked populations of keystone species, where natural ecological and evolutionary

processes can roll on unhindered into wilderness-forever” (to use a description from Dave

Foreman).9 Consider, say, a person who says they’re “rewilding” their suburban lawn because

they’ve stopped mowing and have planted some native wildflowers.

9 Rewilding North America: A Vision for Conservation in the 21st Century (2004, Island Press), p. 130.

8 For example, in his critical response to Fisher’s “Drifting from Rewilding,” David Schwartz writes, “Fisher
ignores the fact that what is possible and appropriate in Wyoming may be very different from what is
possible and appropriate in the Netherlands and other densely populated regions” (22 Aug 2019, “European
Experiments in Rewilding: Oostvaardersplassen,” Rewilding Earth). This seems to ignore the strength of
Fisher’s criticism of Oostvaardersplassen as – for one thing – an artificially contrived situation of trophic
imbalance that is appropriate nowhere (cf. §3.1 below). Of course, similar points about demographic
constraints on rewilding are also made by Europeans, as in the two articles cited later in this section.

5

https://rewilding.org/drifting-from-rewilding/
https://rewilding.org/european-experiments-in-rewilding-oostvaardersplassen/
https://rewilding.org/european-experiments-in-rewilding-oostvaardersplassen/


Often, there is nothing wrong with the projects in themselves. On the contrary, they should be

enthusiastically encouraged for their benefits to both the human and more-than-human

environment. However, one can maintain that pollinator gardens in suburban lawns, green

infrastructure in cities, and other small-scale restoration projects are generally valuable, yet still

baulk at calling them ‘rewilding’. This was, as I take it, Dave Foreman’s position (see, e.g., Episode 1

of the Rewilding Earth Podcast and John Davis’s tribute “Remembering a Father Tree”). For my own

part, as a descriptivist-leaning philosopher of language, I have never been too unsettled by this

type of use of ‘rewilding’. It is what I would consider mere “loose use” rather than ambiguity; like it

or not, conceptual broadening and domain transfers are things that happen with terms of natural

language. This phenomenon – and the concerns that it raises – is separable from my complaint

that uses of the term in the North American and European discourses are associated with

disparate core meanings or conceptual prototypes (see “On Rewilding (Whatever That Is),” §2).

Loose use of the term ‘rewilding’ does not strike me as problematic in itself, provided that speakers

retain an awareness of the core meaning of the term. If other members of the board of The

Rewilding Institute, say, were to speak among themselves about “rewilding” their yards or their

hearts and minds, then I wouldn’t worry that they’ve forgotten the mission of the organisation; I

would take for granted that they are speaking casually, creatively, or metaphorically. I do believe,

however, that there is potential danger to this type of “loose use” when it occurs in contexts – like

Europe – where many or most speakers lack a firm grasp of the original meaning of ‘rewilding’ to

refer to the protection of “sprawling wild landscapes with linked populations of keystone species.”

The worry is that an exclusive association of ‘rewilding’ with small-scale projects could contribute

to a conservation culture that’s resigned to dismiss continental-scale rewilding as impossible. This

can be a threat even when the small-scale projects are valuable in their own right.

Two recent examples illustrate:

(a) The Ecological Citizen recently published an essay titled “Rewilding the skeleton: A vision for

nature’s rebounding on a crowded island” as part of an issue with a partial focus on rewilding.10 In

it, ecologist and conservationist Chris Gibson outlines an initiative of the charity Buglife to “create

a network of insect pathways, connecting the best remaining wildflower-rich habitats” in Britain,

which he describes as “‘rewilding the skeleton’ of an emaciated, nature-depleted landscape” and

“allow[ing] the freedom of movement that is crucial to a living landscape and a healthy world.”

10 Gibson, C, 2023, “Rewilding the skeleton: A vision for nature’s rebounding on a crowded island,” The
Ecological Citizen 6:1.
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I do not want to dismiss the B-Lines project as far as it goes. We should not ignore possibilities for

invertebrate conservation where they already exist, and surely it would be an improvement to

society if lawns and roadway verges were given over to patches of native wildflowers rather than

shortly cropped turfgrass. My concern, however, is that Gibson chooses to frame the project in the

context of giving up on the possibility of “true rewilding” in the UK countryside (bizarrely, if

unsurprisingly, identifying “true rewilding” with Oostvaardersplassen) – implicating at one point

that the UK must content itself (merely) with more bees while Continental Europe gets wolves. It

is a bit disingenuous, then, to describe the project as allowing “freedom of movement” tout court,

considering the implicature that this freedom is to be permitted only to those species whose

presence is deemed acceptable by humans in the first place (e.g. bees but not native carnivores).

(b) A recent collection of conference proceedings includes several chapters on the oxymoronically

named notion of “agricultural rewilding.”11 I will not elaborate here, since I have recently written a

whole ‘nother post devoted to deconstructing and exposing the anthropocentric assumptions of

one chapter on “Domesticating Rewilding” (“A Follow-Up Regarding So-Called ‘Agricultural

Rewilding’”). The gist of it, though, is that the authors propose to absorb what they consider to be

the goals of rewilding – protection of biodiversity and ecosystem services – into animal

agriculture, thereby rendering genuine rewilding unnecessary. In their view, obviating the need for

true rewilding is a benefit, since they deem the latter infeasible in Europe due to cultural mores.

In both (a) and (b), a reapplication of the term ‘rewilding’ accompanies the denial of the possibility

of genuine rewilding (large-scale restoration of wilderness areas and connecting wildways),

generating a worry that the co-option of the term for small-scale projects is not merely conceptual

broadening but a sort of linguistic gambit to shut out discussion of continent-scale conservation.

Again, there is nothing wrong with bee-friendly gardens or regenerative agriculture per se. Indeed,

even if we were to succeed in protecting half of Earth for wild nature, that should not excuse us to

destroy and desecrate the half that we continue to inhabit and cultivate. Personally, although I

advocate for self-willed nature, I also happily support initiatives like Homegrown National Park and

Wild Farm Alliance – to give two American examples.12 No matter how much land is preserved as

12 I am deliberately shifting to these examples because I am less certain that I support the specific proposals
of the aforementioned articles. The creation of “bee lines” in the UK seems innocuous, yet it could play into
the hands of conservers of manmade habitats if it devolves into the artificial conservation of agrarian
landscapes out of fear that natural afforestation would result in the loss of wildflower-rich insect habitat (cf.
§4.2 below). Meanwhile, so-called “agricultural rewilding” depends – of course – on animal agriculture, since

11 Bruce, D and Bruce, A (eds), 2022, Transforming Food Systems: Ethics, Innovation, and Responsibility,
Wageningen Academic Publishers.
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wilderness, there is no room anywhere to maintain a boring turf lawn only for presumed

“aesthetic” reasons, when the parcel of land could otherwise provide food and habitat to insects,

birds, and other creatures – and, in doing so, also offer a much deeper, more complex, and more

sophisticated aesthetic experience for humans. Moreover, there is never an excuse to poison crops

with pesticides, killing not only the target “pests” but also their predators, such as insectivorous

birds. One project of Wild Farm Alliance encourages farmers instead to provide habitat for aerial

insectivores, who then provide “pest control” themselves; there is no reason that this win-win for

farmers and birds shouldn’t be encouraged in addition to a mass liberation of land from agriculture.

But it is one thing to say that we should make our cities and farms wildlife-friendly, quite another

to say that we should cover all of Earth in cities, farms, and other anthropogenic landscapes,

however wildlife-friendly. If the application of the term ‘rewilding’ to such projects is meant as a

gambit to foreclose on the possibility of genuine wildlands, then it is indeed a usage to be resisted.

What about the claim that, nevertheless, Europe still simply hasn’t got the room for continent-scale

conservation? Well, even if that’s true, it is not an excuse to stretch the boundaries of the term

‘rewilding’ merely for the sake of being able to apply it to Europe-based projects. If one denies that

continent-scale conservation is possible in Europe, then one would do better just to assert that

rewilding is not possible in Europe. As Foreman wrote, following the passage cited above, “To

practice serious conservation in North America, we must practice conservation on the scale of

North America. The same holds true for other continents” (emphasis reversed in original).13

So that is the first issue. It concerns projects that may in themselves be worthwhile, even valuable,

but asks whether there is potential danger in applying the label ‘rewilding’ to them. While

important in its own right, this must be differentiated from the second type of question: whether a

certain project or conservation strategy should be pursued at all. It is with this second question, I

believe, that real action lies with respect to naturalistic grazing in Europe. Furthermore, since it

concerns the appropriateness of the projects themselves, it must be addressed irrespective of

whether the projects are called ‘rewilding’, ‘nature development’, ‘Fred’, ‘Bob’, or anything else.

13 Rewilding North America, p. 130.

rewilding is being invoked in its predominant European sense of naturalistic grazing. But do humans really
need the meat or milk of cattle at all? (I don’t consume either, albeit more  for gustatory reasons than
ethical ones.) And why should we breed horses when they are not eaten and no longer needed for
transportation or as draft animals? Similar questions can be raised about other farm animals used as
“proxies” for extinct populations of wild herbivores. If human society can get on without animal husbandry,
then perhaps that should be the aim rather than making animal husbandry more “nature-friendly.”
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3. European “Rewilding” for Americans: Three Contrasts and an Assignment

There are those projects that are good things to implement even though they aren’t sufficient for

genuine rewilding (frontyard pollinator gardens, wildlife-friendly farms, speakeasy-style cocktail

lounges, etc.), and then there are those projects that are just ill-conceived. With regard to many of

the projects that are called ‘rewilding’ in Europe, the issue isn’t merely that they’re too small in

scale for conservation of wilderness or wildways, but that maybe they shouldn’t be conducted at all.

Again, I would’ve assumed that North American rewilding advocates would feel some alarm as

soon as they learn of the curious European practice of fencing populations of large herbivores in

landscapes without large carnivores for the purpose of preventing vegetational growth (cf. §3.1 in

“On Rewilding (Whatever That Is)”). I would assume, in fact, that they’d feel this alarm regardless of

what the practice is called, but all the more when it occurs under the ‘rewilding’ label. Yet in my

experience this does not seem to be the case, leaving me a bit befuddled as to what a novice like

myself could possibly add to the conversation to convince North American rewilding proponents

that they ought to be critical, concerned, or at least confused about what’s happening in Europe.14

In an attempt to explicit some should-be worries, I will present a series of three contrasts on the

respective topics of carnivores and trophic cascades (§3.1), natural forest regeneration (§3.2), and

Pleistocene rewilding (§3.3); this discussion will be followed by a homework exercise (§3.4).

3.1 Ecological Collapse in Landscapes with an Overabundance of Herbivores

• North America: If there’s one essay that all North American rewilding advocates know and love,

it’d doubtlessly be Aldo Leopold’s “Thinking Like a Mountain” and its famous, almost poetic

description of the trophic cascades resulting from the extirpation of wolves and subsequent

overpopulation of deer in the American southwest:

I have watched the face of many a newly wolfless mountain, and seen the south-facing
slopes wrinkle with a maze of new deer trails. I have seen every edible bush and seedling
browsed, first to anaemic desuetude, and then to death. I have seen every edible tree
defoliated to the height of a saddlehorn. Such a mountain looks as if someone had given
God a new pruning shears, and forbidden Him all other exercise. In the end the starved

14 A recent conversation alerted me to a possibility that I had hitherto overlooked: Americans are indeed
concerned, but they don’t want to say anything because Rewilding Europe has a shitload of money. Hmm.
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bones of the hoped-for deer herd, dead of its own too-much, bleach with the bones of
the dead sage, or molder under the high-lined junipers.

The situation that Leopold describes is unanimously accepted as bad – and not just for the starved

deer, but ecologically speaking (which is kinda the point of the “thinking like a mountain” thing).

• Europe: The flagship project of Dutch nature development, and thereby European “rewilding,” is

the infamous Oostvaardersplassen nature reserve, characterised by the introduction of large

herbivores (Konik ponies, Heck cattle, red deer) into a 5600 hectare nature reserve, sans wolves or

other large carnivores. Lacking top-down pressure to control their numbers, the herbivore

population skyrocketed, and the animals quickly consumed the edible vegetation. Making matters

worse, the ponies, cattle, and deer had no ability to disperse beyond the boundaries of the reserve

to seek other food sources. Predictably, large numbers starved, “dead of their own too much.”

Oostvaardersplassen apologists like to claim that the Dutch public was merely unready to witness

the natural process of starvation and death, especially of animals that are perceived as domestic

rather than wild. For example, during his Rewilding Earth Podcast interview (Episode 12), Paul

Jepson emphasised the public’s revulsion at the sight of carcasses, as well as the strong presence

of animal rights’ activists in Amsterdam. From an ecological perspective, however, this is a red

herring. The problem with Oostvaardersplassen wasn’t the presence of carcasses, nor even the

mere fact that animals died of starvation. Much more significant is how this situation of mass

starvation came about: it was the predictable result of an intentionally created state in which a

population of herbivores were left to eat and breed in a bounded landscape without carnivores.15

Yet this is, in essence, what European “rewilding” is – herbivores without carnivores, and without

concern for the possibility that they will defoliate the landscape in the absence of predation, since

the herbivores are invariably present for the express purpose of maintaining an open landscape.

Granted, Oostvaardersplassen-style starvation events are unlikely to recur. Under EU law, as

mentioned above, naturalistic grazing projects require human oversight and management to

prevent the starvation and death of domesticated animals. That might alleviate the concerns of

animal rights activists (although I still see animal rights complaints raised against Mols

Laboratoriet, for one), but if our goal is to restore wild nature, it is hardly an improvement.

15 …a “deliberate trophic imbalance” in the words of Mark Fisher (in, e.g., the aforecited “Drifting from
Rewilding” article; as I noted in “On Rewilding (Whatever That Is),” it puzzles me that this article did not
make more of an impression on the North American rewilding audience who presumably would’ve read it).
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To give another example (described in more detail in §2.2 of “On Rewilding (Whatever That Is)”),

conservation efforts at Denmark’s Lille Vildmose include the use of a confined population of red

deer as a sort of landscaping technique to remove vegetation that developed on the bog due to

agricultural runoff – taking deliberate advantage of the prediction that the captive deer will leave

“every edible bush and seedling browsed” and “every edible tree defoliated.” As typifies naturalistic

grazing, the goal is not to restore complete food webs nor to allow nature to settle into its own

dynamic equilibrium; it is merely the use of large herbivores, at densities chosen by humans, to

maintain the sorts of open landscapes that humans have deemed to have conservation priority.

The question, I submit, is whether there should be any place in conservation – at any scale – for

such projects that are predicated on the introduction of large herbivores to “control” vegetation,

yet without large carnivores to control the behaviour and population sizes of the herbivores.

Americans who remain sympathetic to European “rewilding” (for whatever reason) might attempt

to return the conversation to one about what is reasonable to expect within the limitations of the

crowded European continent.16 They might say that human-managed naturalistic grazing –

without carnivores and within fences – is simply the best that can be done, given practical

constraints that prohibit the establishment of large connected areas of habitat or the

reintroduction of carnivores. In response, I would invert the question: there are also numerous

areas in North America – in the Eastern United States, say – in which it is presently infeasible to

create large connected areas of habitat or to reintroduce wolves or cougars. Yet, to my knowledge,

American rewilding proponents are not proposing that land in the Eastern US be sectioned off

into fenced enclosures and inundated with large herbivores. So why isn’t this happening?

3.2 Afforestation of Abandoned Farmland (from §2.3 of “On Rewilding (Whatever That Is)”)

• North America: Most people in the Northern American rewilding movement will be familiar with

the spontaneous afforestation of New England when farmers abandoned their fields and went to

work in the cities. It is typically hailed as a story of ecological recovery, as in the following two

examples from the Rewilding Earth blog:

The Northeast is witness to one of the great ecological recoveries of the past century.
Upon European arrival […] Vermont, like much of the region, was largely cleared of natural

16 One common European response, meanwhile, is to deny that carnivores are really that impactful,
especially on megaherbivores (underline ‘mega’); it sounds like an empirical discussion worth having.
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forest cover in a race for timber and farmland. […] Our home has made a miraculous
recovery due to the resiliency of the landscape coupled in-part with the mass
abandonment of farms at the turn of last century.17

The resilience and renewability of life are manifest especially in those landscapes that
humans have abandoned or allowed to recover after earlier exploitation. To cycle through
the abandoned farm country of northern New England and New York, for instance, is to
see Nature healing, rewilding, at a remarkable pace. Vermont has gone from 80%
agricultural fields to 80% wooded in a matter of a few human generations. […] If humans
can find the wisdom and humility to step back from large parts of the planet, wild Nature
will rebound vigorously.18

• Europe: The founding purpose of Rewilding Europe was, effectively, to restore farm-like pressure

to abandoned farmland – via large grazing animals – to prevent spontaneous forest regeneration.

The following description of the foundation’s history comes from its cofounder and director Frans

Schepers and board member Paul Jepson (emphasis added):

In 2008, conservationists in the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, and Sweden began to
explore the conservation opportunities presented by these trends [large-scale land
abandonment and wildlife revival]. The group was particularly interested in engaging with
the dynamics of large-scale land abandonment of rural areas in Europe. They were
concerned that spontaneous reforestation and declines in grazing associated with land
abandonment would result in a loss of the rich biodiversity, and that the exodus of skills,
experience, and energy from rural areas would undermine opportunities to ‘steer’ these
landscapes towards a rewilded future where restored ecological systems supported new
nature-based economies.19

Rewilding Europe continues to make similar declarations to justify is grazing-based projects:

Today, with the ongoing trend of land abandonment and rural depopulation resulting in
declining livestock numbers in many parts of Europe, there is a growing need and
opportunity to return free-roaming wild herbivores (or their close equivalent) to European
landscapes.20

Vast areas of Europe have been abandoned in recent decades or will be abandoned in
coming decades [...]. This has severe, and often negative, consequences for the

20 Rewilding Europe, “Amazing Grazing” <rewildingeurope.com/impact-stories/amazing-grazing/>, accessed
13 Nov 2022.

19 Schepers, F and Jepson, P, 2016, “Rewilding in a European Context,” International Journal of Wilderness 22:2;
p. 26.

18 Davis, J (28 Mar 2022) “Rebuilding after Collapse”
17 Leibowitz, J (2 Dec 2022) “Rewilding Is Not an Exotic Idea”
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biodiversity and ecosystem service provisioning in the abandoned land. Land
abandonment causes large scale bush-encroachment and spontaneous massive forest
regrowth, which can not only lead to the disappearance of small scale cultural and mosaic
landscapes, but also to a loss of biodiversity (ca. 50% of the biodiversity on land is directly
or indirectly related to herbivory).21

It is true that Pangaea separated a long time ago, and what nature wants for the Northeastern US

is not necessarily what nature wants for Europe. Nevertheless, given the ostensible parallels

between the spontaneous re-greening of New England and the current trend of rural land

abandonment in Europe, this stark difference in the response of “rewilders” should not pass before

us unexamined. If spontaneous afforestation of former farmland is “Nature healing” when it

happens in New England, why shouldn’t the same be said about the potential for forest

regeneration in abandoned farmland in Europe? Conversely, if “free-roaming wild herbivores” are

necessary to replace declining livestock numbers in Europe, why wasn’t it a mistake to fail to

reintroduce large grazing animals as agriculture ceased throughout much of New England?

Once again, the worry is not whether the scale of Rewilding Europe’s projects is adequate, but

whether their approach to conservation – returning large herbivores to abandoned farmland for

the express purpose of preventing forest regeneration – is appropriate at all.

3.3 Pleistocene Rewilding

• North America: There have, of course, been calls to rewild North America with proxies for extinct

Pleistocene megafauna – translocating cheetahs, lions, elephants, camels, and so forth – notably

the proposals of Josh Donlan and Paul Martin. Yet there has not been appreciable uptake of the

idea within the core lineage of the North American rewilding movement, including in the present

work of The Rewilding Institute, which continues to place its emphasis on the restoration of

recently extirpated species such as wolves, cougars, beavers, and bison.

• Europe. If naturalistic grazing were to be separated from the assumption of a Pleistocene

baseline, then it seems it would lose its pretence of being “rewilding” at all (cf. §1 above). Although

it superficially resembles agriculture much more than the sensationalistic proposals of Martin and

Donlan, European “rewilding” is best understood as Pleistocene rewilding if it is to be understood

as rewilding at all; its communities of megaherbivores are envisioned as a sort of functional

facsimile of Pleistocene fauna. This takes various forms, whether it is the use of domesticated

21 “GrazeLIFE” <grazelife.com>, accessed 13 Nov 2022.
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animals as proxy species (e.g. Konik ponies for tarpans and Heck cattle for aurochs), attempts to

breed-back the auroch (e.g. the Tauros Programme) or other extinct species, or even the use of

synthetic biology, as Jens Svenning and coauthors have proposed:

It appears likely that it will become possible to engineer organisms to resemble extinct
species genetically, phenotypically, or functionally. [...] Synthetic biology could become a
powerful component of trophic rewilding by overcoming limits to what can be achieved
with extant species, as a substantial proportion of extinct species have no close
substitutes: for example, megaherbivores capable of tolerating boreal and arctic
climates.22

A Pleistocene baseline is also relevant to decisions as to the appropriate density of herbivores in

naturalistic grazing projects. In the Danish context, for example, there is considerable emphasis on

“natural densities,” where “natural density” is based on estimates of herbivore density would be

without human disturbance (i.e. if the Pleistocene megafauna extinctions had not occurred).23

Some Pleistocene-inspired projects might appear mundane on the surface, especially to an

American audience. For example, one of the most hyped projects of 2022 has been the

introduction of European bison to a 60 hectare enclosure in a woodland in Kent, England (Wilder

Blean). Make no mistake: this is nothing like the restoration of plains bison in the US, a native

species extirpated within the past two-hundred years; it is the introduction of a non-native proxy

species for the extinct steppe bison, which died out in the British Isles around 10,000 ybp.24 To

help to put this in perspective, I find it useful to remember that my home state, Ohio, had

mastodons up until nearly 10,000 ybp.25 Despite this, I never heard conservationists proposing

the importation of Asian elephants to play the functional role of mastodons and, say, help to

manage a landscape by knocking over Bradford pears and trampling down honeysuckle. A few

“radicals” might be keen on the idea – “Bring back the elephants!” as Paul Martin once titled a Wild

25 To be explicit here: I mean that I remember learning this, not that I am old enough to remember all the
way back to the end of the Pleistocene when mastodons still roamed the land.

24 See, e.g., Professor Chris Thomas comments in “Introducing the European bison to Britain” (20 Jul 2020,
University of York): “Are British ecosystems yearning for European bison, otherwise known as wisent? Well,
no. The wisent has never been recorded from Britain. The last bison to die out in the UK were open-country
steppe bison – around 10,000 years ago – and these animals were more like the North American plains'
bison than wisent.” (Thomas goes on to express support for the Kent project as a “thoroughly Anthropocene
compromise” and with some flourish having to do with Chaucer – not exactly deference to wild nature.)

23 e.g. Fløjgaard, C et al, 2021, “Exploring a natural baseline for large-herbivore biomass in ecological
restoration,” Journal of Applied Ecology 59, 18–24.

22 Svenning, J et al, 2016, “Science for a wilder Anthropocene: Synthesis and future directions for trophic
rewilding research,” PNAS 113:4; p. 903.
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Earth article – but most conservationists would no doubt consider it pretty friggin’ crazy. Yet few in

Britain seem to bat an eye at the importation of non-native bison to “manage” a woodland.

There is surely a wide range of opinions among North Americans regarding the appropriateness of

Pleistocene rewilding for the continent. The important points, however, are that (1) the core North

American rewilding movement has not traditionally adopted the Pleistocene for its baseline or

seriously promoted attempts to replicate communities of Pleistocene megafauna; (2) the core

European “rewilding” movement routinely does both; (3) one can support “traditional” rewilding

without supporting Pleistocene rewilding. For example, in their critical response to Josh Donlan,

Rubenstein and coauthors express support of Foreman’s rewilding vision before condemning

Donlan’s Pleistocene dreams:

The ‘re-wilding’ of ecosystems is the practice of reintroducing extant species (captive-bred
or wild caught) back to places from which they were extirpated in historical times (i.e., in
the past several hundred years). Because re-wilding deals with recently extirpated species
and short evolutionary time scales, it is reasonable to assume that there have been
minimal evolutionary changes in the target species and their native habitats. Re-wilding of
ecosystems is not a new conservation practice and, indeed, it has become a standard
management tool (Foreman, 2004). By contrast, ‘Pleistocene re-wilding’ of ecosystems
[...] would involve introducing to present-day habitats either (1) extant species that are
descended from species that occurred in those habitats during the Pleistocene, but that
went extinct about 13,000 years ago, or (2) modern-day ecological proxies for extinct
Pleistocene species.26

[B]oth the modern-day proxy species are ‘‘wrong’’ (i.e., different genetically from the
species that occurred in North America during the Pleistocene), and the ecosystems into
which they are to be reintroduced are ‘‘wrong’’ (i.e., different in composition from the
Pleistocene ecosystems, as well as from those in which the modern-day proxy species
evolved). [...] In addition, there is a third and potentially greater ‘‘wrong’’ proposed: adding
these exotic species to current ecological communities could potentially devastate
populations of indigenous, native animals and plants.27

Given the prominent role of “modern-day ecological proxies for extinct Pleistocene species” in

European projects, this is another respect in which it is warranted – and, I believe, mandatory – to

question whether these “rewilding” projects ought to be pursued at all, irrespective of their scale.

3.4 Homework Assignment

27 Ibid, p. 236.

26 Rubenstein, D et al, 2006, “Pleistocene Park: Does re-wilding North America represent sound
conservation for the 21st century?” Biological Conservation 132: 232-238; p. 233.
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We have now seen three contrasts between “rewilding” rhetoric and practice in North America and

Europe, which I believe oblige North American rewilding proponents to take a critical stance

toward European projects. The latter cannot be excused as small-scale compromises within a

crowded continent. If North American rewilding proponents wish not to condemn European

practices of naturalistic grazing, then they owe an account of the three aforementioned

differences: why should it be appropriate in Europe, but not North America, to (i) use fenced

populations of herbivores (without carnivores) to clear land of vegetation, (ii) prevent the

afforestation of abandoned farmland, or (iii) base projects on the introduction of proxies for

Pleistocene fauna? On the surface, at least, these represent deep theoretical differences in the

ecological and/or normative bases for rewilding that are not explained merely by differences

between North America and Europe’s natural history, climate, demography, or the like.

Let us grant, for the purpose of argument, that continent-scale rewilding is not possible in Europe

at present.28 That would still be beside the point. It’s a two-way ocean (if a bit longer westward on

account of the jet stream), and North America does have room to implement European-style

naturalistic grazing. The question can be inverted: why isn’t it? Why are organisations like The

Rewilding Institute not promoting the use of de-domesticated livestock as proxy species for

extinct megaherbivores? Why does one not hear American rewilding proponents arguing that we

should put horses and cattle in protected areas to prevent the development of closed-canopy

forests?29 Why does the North American rewilding community never invoke Vera’s Grazing Ecology

and Forest History as a holy book given that, after all, Vera did extend his conclusions to the

Eastern US?30 The fact is we’re not doing these things, and presumably we aren’t doing them for a

reason. Here, then, is the homework assignment for North American rewilding supporters:

Consider the following proposal: we should create fence enclosures in the Eastern United States
in which to introduce horses, cattle, bison, or other large herbivores (sans carnivores) to open up
afforested farmland or to maintain open landscapes. Should this be done? If not, what are the
relevant differences (if any) that explain why analogous practices should be pursued in Europe?

If you answer “no” and can’t think of any relevant differences that could justify similar practices in

Europe, then you might want to criticise the practices called “rewilding” in Europe. If you answer

“no” and then cite differences that turn on cultural differences rather than ecological ones, then

30 See, especially, pp. 359-362.

29 …or maybe not cattle, since America did not have aurochs – there are some objective differences – but,
then, Euro-style “rewilding” is all about functional analogues, so even cattle can’t necessarily be ruled out.

28 In the long term, of course, it is readily possible as long as it is pursued in tandem with the independently
desirable shrinking of human population and downscaling and localisation of human activity.
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you might want to check your anthropocentrism. If you answer “yes” – or if you answer “no” but

still provide ecological explanations to justify naturalistic grazing in Europe – then I am admittedly

curious as to the justification; write it up and submit it to the Rewilding Earth blog or something.

4. Respect for Autonomy and the Double Bind of Agrarian/Pleistocene Baselines

Here is a straightforward diagnosis as to why, for my own part, I have always found the North

American rewilding tradition exhilarating, and yet find myself unable to endorse Europe’s

Pleistocene-inspired naturalistic grazing: the latter strikes me as running afoul of the former’s

moral basis in humility and deference to self-willed nature and evolutionary processes.

4.1 Re: “Rewilding (Whatever That Is)”

As outlined in “On Rewilding (Whatever That Is)” (§1), and further developed in forthcoming work,

my position is that conservation should protect large areas of land (and sea) to permit the

continued unfolding of autonomous evolutionary processes. On the account that I propose,

evolution is intrinsically valuable, and proper appreciation of the process and its products

engenders such sentiments as humility, wonder, awe, and reverence. When our sentiments are

thus attuned to the wonder of the evolutionary history of life on Earth, we are compelled to

recognise that respect for evolutionary processes must take the form of respect for their autonomy

(in contrast, e.g., to “respecting” evolution by attempting to control or modify its future direction).

Note that we already have a conception of respect for the autonomy of other persons even though

we might simultaneously aver that “no man is an island.” Similarly, we can strive to respect the

autonomy of nature despite admitting that humans are part of nature and inevitably impact the

rest. Furthermore, just as respect for the autonomy of persons is compatible with intervening to

help other people in achieving their own ends, respect for the autonomy of nature should be

compatible with actively assisting the restoration of natural processes – provided that such

interventions are undertaken with deference to “nature’s ends” as far as we’re able to deduce them.

More than any other conservation movement I’ve encountered, the rewilding tradition in North

America – as exemplified by the work of Wildlands Project, the Wild Earth journal, and Dave

Foreman’s Rewilding North America – epitomises the application of the above moral perspective to

“real world” conservation proposals. However, while the North American tradition embodies these

moral values, European “rewilding” does not. The latter, indeed, is generally silent on matters of
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foundation ecological ethics. At best, it presents itself as an outcomes-oriented approach to

achieve conservation objectives such as biodiversity protection and ecosystem services that are

presumed uncontentious. There is no sense of the sacred in it. In posturing as amoral and

instrumental, it neglects consideration of deeper moral issues concerning the intrinsic value of

self-willed natural processes and, correspondingly, the moral limits to human intervention.

The upshot is that European “rewilding” threatens to defy what I believe should be the most basic

ethical precept of rewilding: respect for autonomous nature. I discuss this at length in §3.2 of “On

Rewilding (Whatever That Is).” Below I reprise some key points and elaborate upon some.

As generally practised, naturalistic grazing increases ongoing human intervention in the landscape,

due to the need for fencing and monitoring and culling of livestock populations. Most charitably,

one could say that these interventions are implemented only as a near-term strategy and only out

of practical necessity, while the long-term aim must be to restore free-living populations of large

herbivores (i.e. without fencing, monitoring, or culling by humans). But then we are still left with

the question of why we ought to go about the business of “de-domesticating” cattle and horses

for release into the landscape in the first place. Domestic cows and horses were never themselves

part of any wild landscape, aurochs and tarpans are extinct, and the environment is much

changed since the Pleistocene – and, moreover, it doubtlessly would be much changed whether or

not humans had dealt death and domestication upon aurochs, tarpans, and other megafauna.

In “On Rewilding (Whatever That Is),” I proposed what I called a “double bind” for Rewilding

Europe’s practice of “refarming” abandoned farmland through the introduction of large grazers:

The first bind is that the deliberate simulation of farm-like impact is bad, for it disrespects
the autonomy of self-willed Nature by attempting to perpetuate a state of human-caused
degradation. The second bind is that the attempt to simulate distant past conditions is
also bad, for it disrespects the authenticity of natural evolutionary processes and Nature’s
own capacity to heal and regenerate. So whether they’re seen as choosing a recent but
human-created baseline for restoration or a baseline 10,000 or so years ago, they’re not
acting with humility and respect for self-willed Nature, but merely persisting in human
overreach (§3.2.2-B).

When I framed the problem as such (which might or might not have been in the context of a

hangover after drinking absinthe for the first time in years), it felt significant but still quite

conjectural. Rereading it a month and a half later, I feel even greater confidence that my intuition

was right: this is a moral double bind for naturalistic grazing under the guise of “rewilding.”
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4.2 “Bind 1” - The Problem of Agrarian Baselines

The problem here seems straightforward enough: little seems to fall further from “respect for the

autonomy of wild nature” than the artificial maintenance of the semblance of farmland in areas

where farming has ceased. The model for the desired landscape is a man-made landscape, and

then further human intervention is inflicted upon the land to maintain it in this state.

From an ecocentric perspective, there is only one possible complication: a common claim within

the European conservation industry is that the protection of agrarian landscapes is necessary to

protect the continent’s biodiversity.31 The European Commission, for example, claims that “50%

of all species in the EU rely upon on [sic] agricultural habitats” and that “the abandonment of

agricultural activity is a major risk for biodiversity decline.”32 However, before conceding that we

therefore preserve agricultural habitats, rather than allowing autonomous afforestation of former

farmland, we must ask what is meant by the claim that a species “relies upon” agricultural habitats.

First, it is doubtful the species originated due to agricultural activity (unless the species in question

are themselves human-created agricultural products or, perhaps, diseases thereof); even if it did,

however, that would not entail that it should be an object of conservation. In some cases,

speciation does seem to result within human-created habitats. One example is the “London

Underground mosquito” – a subterranean mosquito lineage adapted to live in the London tube

and no longer capable of interbreeding with the terrestrial lineage from which it originated.33 Even

leaving aside the annoyance factor of mosquitos, it is unclear that such anthropogenically-derived

biodiversity should be specially targeted in conservation efforts. A starker example is the “critically

endangered” Cornish path moss that subsists “exclusively on mine waste high in copper,” having

“evolved to tolerate levels of heavy metals” in the 4,000 years since copper mining began in

Cornwall.34 Although the Cornish path moss is the subject of conservation efforts – which might

be described as the deliberate suppression of nature’s attempts to recover from the devastations

34 Ingram, M, 3 Jan 2018, “The Mystery of Cornish Path Moss,” Back from the Brink; accessed 5 Nov 2022.

33 This case study is described, for example, in Thompson, K et al, 2018, “Speciation and the City,” Trends in
Ecology and Evolution 33:11, 815-826.

32 European Commission, Agriculture and rural development, “Enhancing agricultural biodiversity,”
<agriculture.ec.europa.eu/sustainability/environmental-sustainability/biodiversity_en>; accessed 13 Nov
2022.

31 Joe Gray, for example, proposes a similar ecocentric argument for the protection of man-made (or, his
words, “co-created”) habitats in an article for The Ecological Citizen (2019, “Making hay: A conditional defence
on ecocentric grounds of various co-created habitats,” TEC Vol 3 Supp A). On his view, certain types of
agrarian landscapes can provide “‘reservoirs’ from which biodiversity can radiate again once the time comes”
and “additional effective means of widening the bottleneck through which life is passing” (p. 53).
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of mining – I would argue that there is no moral reason to protect this artefact of extractivism (see

the argument laid out in “In Memory of Anholt as I Never Knew Her”). At the microscopic level,

even more speciation is occurring in response to human-caused degradation of nature. In a review

of human influences on biodiversity, Philip Hunter notes that humans “have created new

opportunities” for the diversification of bacteria, including in “sewerage and water contaminated

with effluent” (e.g. areas of the Baltic Sea that are now “too polluted to support higher eukaryotic

life”) and “tropical soils after deforestation in the Amazon basin.”35 It would be ludicrous to assert

that sewage effluent and deforestation are thereby good; thus, we must concede that creation of

new biodiversity is not an inherently good-making factor of human intervention in a landscape.

If some increase in biodiversity arose only in response to human disturbance, then it should be

questioned whether its preservation ought to be a conservation goal at all. Most likely, though, this

is not the case for the allegedly agriculture-dependent species of Europe. But then there is a

second horn of the dilemma: if a species evolved prior to agricultural activity, then in what sense is

it truly dependent on agriculture? At most, such a species might be conditionally dependent on

agricultural habitats, in the sense that it has managed to adapt to these habitats in the absence of

the habitats in which it originally evolved (e.g. due to their destruction for agriculture). Swifts nest in

urban buildings, but originally nested in cavities in trees in old growth forests. White storks nest on

roofs, but nest in trees outside of the built environment. Likewise, it should be little surprise to find

that some species are “dependent” on farmland, simply because their lineages would have been

forced to adapt or perish in the face of the widespread exploitation of land for farming. But then

why should we resign ourselves to perpetuating agriculture rather than restoring natural habitats?

At this point, proponents of naturalistic grazing will say that that’s exactly what they’re aspiring to

do: the lost natural habitats were the open landscapes maintained by the activities of large grazing

animals, with which extant species co-evolved during the Pleistocene, and it’s these habitats that

they’re aspiring to restore through the de-domestication (or translocation or bio-engineering) or

large herbivores. I discuss moral concerns with Pleistocene rewilding below (§4.3), but I believe

that this empirical claim also merits further scrutiny. Extant species did co-evolve with Pleistocene

megafauna. However, even on the European continent, the megafauna extinctions were not

followed immediately by the clearing of land for farming. Before adapting to an agrarian world,

surviving species must have found some other way to persist in a world without megafauna.

35 Hunter, 2007, “The human impact on biological diversity,” EMBO reports 8:4; p. 318.
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It is also worth noting that although some farmland is being abandoned, Earth is not exactly facing

a shortage of farmland or grazing activity. A study published in 2018 found that livestock constitute

about 60 percent of mammalian biomass, with only 4 percent made up of wild mammals (with the

remaining 36 percent composed of hoomans).36 Meanwhile, half of the world’s habitable land is

used for agriculture.37 Even if some species presently rely on agricultural habitats, it is unclear why

we should not make sure they are welcomed on land that is currently being used for agriculture,

instead reapplying farming-like pressure to the increasingly rare parcels of land that aren’t.

In any case, since the preservation of agrarian landscapes is inherently antithetical to the liberation

and protection of self-willed nature, the burden of proof lies with the defender of agrarian

landscapes to demonstrate that (i) global loss of biodiversity (i.e. extinction) would occur if certain

areas of former farmland were allowed to reforest and (ii) the protection of the threatened species

in question morally overrides the obligation to respect the autonomy of natural processes.

Note that I have deliberately assumed, for the sake of argument, that the biodiversity loss at stake

is global, since I do believe there is a prima facie mandate to prevent extinction (although not an

indefeasible, as I argued in “In Memory of Anholt”). Where mere local biodiversity is at stake, any

argument for “refarming” is considerably weaker still. For example, in the paper cited above, Joe

Gray describes hay meadows (his title example) as unnecessary for saving threatened species, but

instead valuable insofar as they contain a rich diversity of species drawn from other habitats.38 It is

unclear why an ecocentric perspective should prioritise the preservation of this type of artificially

diverse anthropogenic habitat any more than it should prioritise the protection of zoos or aquaria.

4.3 “Bind 2” - The Problem of Pleistocene Baselines

It may take a bit more work to establish what is wrong about the ambitions of Pleistocene

rewilding, given the starting point that we are morally obliged to respect the autonomy of

evolutionary processes. It is also, no doubt, a more controversial claim – and one that possibly pits

me against the same luminaries who inspired me. Foreman and Soulé were coauthors on Donlan

38 See “Making Hay,” p. 47. It is also interesting to note that Gray seemingly portrays my own position as a
“dangerous caricature of ecocentrism” (see p. 43). Well okay.

37 See, e.g., Ritchie, H, 2019, “Half of the world’s habitable land is used for agriculture,” Our World in Data.
36 Bar-On, Y, et al, 2018, “The biomass distribution on Earth,” PNAS 115:25; p. 6508
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et al’s influential article in Nature, for example, and Soulé has separately expressed sympathy for

translocational rewilding to restore analogues of extinct megafauna in North America.39

Complicating matters further, some proponents attempt to justify Pleistocene rewilding in terms

of the preservation of evolutionary processes. Donlan and colleagues, for example, spoke of

restoring evolutionary potential.40 In a contribution to Wild Earth, writer Connie Barlow called upon

the rewilding movement to take seriously assertions of Leopold, Foreman, and others about the

evolutionary value of wilderness.41 According to Barlow, “evolutionary value” deserves to stand

with “biodiversity preservation and ecological self-regulation as supports for rewilding.”42 Barlow

develops this claim by focusing on specific biological lineages, arguing that it is bad that human

activity threatens to influence their “evolutionary futures” (e.g. due to selective pressures created

by man-made environments or even our very presence in shared environments). This differs

somewhat from my approach – I tend to think of evolutionary processes more holistically, as

opposed to homing into particular lineages – but it is fully complementary and important in its

own right. However, Barlow’s pivot to endorse the introduction of proxy species of Pleistocene

megafauna does not seem to follow from her own moral position; surely, the translocation of a

species to a geographical location outside of its native range is nothing other than a case of

deliberate human interference in the “evolutionary futures” of that species! It would take us too far

afield to dissect the problems with Barlow’s argument; suffice it to say that she relies on other

moral assumptions in her pivot to Pleistocene rewilding (e.g. restitution of past wrongs), which are

separable from the moral relevance of self-willed evolutionary processes, and thus her paper fails

to establish that respecting self-willed evolution entails support for Pleistocene rewilding.

It is, of course, a much stronger claim to say that respect for self-willed evolutionary processes in

fact entails rejection of Pleistocene rewilding. To explain how I reach that conclusion, let me first

grant that, on the surface, Pleistocene rewilding seems to exemplify the moral demand to restore

self-willed nature. This is because it endeavours to recreate ecosystems in their state prior to any

human intervention. The goal is not merely to permit self-willed evolutionary processes to

42 Ibid, p. 54. At this point in the paper, my only disagreement is that the preservation of autonomous
evolutionary value should, in fact, be the most fundamental (cf. §3.2.1 of “On Rewilding (Whatever That Is)”).

41 Barlow, C, 1999, “Rewilding for Evolution,” Wild Earth 9:1, pp. 53-56.

40 Like Barlow, they base their moral claim on the extremely questionable premise that humans bear a
responsibility to redress past wrongs (Donlan, J et al, 2005, “Re-wilding North America,” Nature 436, p. 913).
In my opinion, this is honestly pretty ridiculous as a justification for translocational rewilding and the use of
non-native proxy species; it is as if another wrong – that is, still more human meddling in the course of
evolutionary history – is thought to make a right (see §3.2.3 of “On Rewilding (Whatever That Is)”).

39 e.g., “The Onslaught of Alien Species, and Other Challenges in the Coming Decades,” 1990, Conservation
Biology 4:3: 233-239 (“I would not be surprised to read someday that cheetahs are helping to control deer
and that mesquite is being ‘overbrowsed’ by rhinoceroses. A cheerful way of viewing such faunal mixing is
that it represents the restoration to the Nearctic of the great paleomammalian megafauna,” p. 235).
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continue unimpeded from the present on, but to reset the initial conditions to what they would

have been if humans had never entered the scene at all. However, while this sounds admirable in

its ambitions, complications arise when we consider practical constraints on our ability to execute

it. First, we are epistemically limited in our ability not only to know what a given restoration site

would have been like in the Pleistocene but also to retrospectively forecast how its habitats and

ecosystems would have naturally developed over the past twelve or so millennia in the absence

of human disturbance (e.g. in light of climate changes). Second, even if we possessed this

knowledge, we would still be practically limited in our ability to resurrect extinct species and thus

to restore whatever ecosystems would have naturally developed over the course of the Holocene.

I suggested above that more modest interventions – those that redress relatively recent, well

understood, and more-or-less reversible human-caused obstructions of natural processes – can

be justified under the “respect for autonomy” perspective, by analogy to helping another person in

the attainment of that person’s own ends (all very Kantian). This could reasonably encompass the

reintroduction of extant species to regions where they have recently been extirpated. I submit

that the relevant moral difference in that, in such cases, (a) we have the knowledge of how “nature’s

will” for the region had been progressing prior to the most recent human interferences and (b) we

have the capacity to complete the interventions necessary to restore nature to this state (as

opposed, e.g., to needing to resurrect species from grave in order to achieve a faithful restoration).

Thus, although our restoration efforts involve human intervention, it is reasonable to construe

these interventions as helping Nature progress towards Nature’s own self-chosen ends.

My default position is that Pleistocene rewilding is not plausibly construed in this manner. An

alternative take, which I advanced in “On Rewilding (Whatever That Is),” begins from the

recognition that Nature has a proven track record of self-recovery from even worse extinction

events. It can be a gesture of humility and respect to help Nature when we can, but ultimately

Nature doesn’t need our help, and if we attempt to intervene too late, when we don’t really know

what we’re doing, and when we can’t really pull off our ambitions (i.e. Pleistocene rewilding), then

our actions seem less respectful and deferential than paternalistic – or perhaps self-serving, an

attempt to make ourselves feel better. The megafauna extinctions of the late Pleistocene and early

Holocene are done deals, and it smells of a special blend of hubris and denialism to presume that

the extinctions can be undone by human technique, whether through synthetic biology,

back-breeding, or the translocation or de-domestication of proxy species.
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Once we come to terms with the fact that “extinct is forever,” we must further accept that Earth’s

ecosystems have been left with vacant niches, and that these will eventually be filled by different

species. The question is who shall decide which different species will occupy them: should the

refilling of these niches emerge from the intentional actions of Man (as Pleistocene and trophic

rewilding proponents wish) or the self-directed course of wild Nature? Framed in this way, I think it

should be clear that respect for nature’s autonomy demands the latter. We must protect space for

“the arena of evolution,” but it is inappropriate to take it upon ourselves to refill it with inauthentic

replicas of Pleistocene megafauna that represent no course self-willed nature would have chosen.

Of course, the “amazing grazing” of Rewilding Europe has little to do – even on paper – with

restoring evolutionary potential for the sake of the future course of self-willed nature. The

organisation’s focus is not service to nature for nature’s sake, but the protection of ecosystem

services for people, whether this is the protection of (certain types of) biodiversity within human

time-scales, wildfire prevention43 or the restoration of economic opportunities in rural areas (i.e.

“the business case for the wild”). However, if Rewilding Europe did wish to attempt an ecocentric

justification for their re-grazing of rural landscapes, I seriously doubt that they could mount a

coherent and compelling argument, just as Donlan, Martin, and Barlow have not done.

I am willing to reconsider my opposition to Pleistocene rewilding, but the burden of proof is on its

advocates to demonstrate that (a) we can determine how wild nature would have evolved over

the past dozen millennia if humans had never intervened and (b) we are able to faithfully and

accurately recreate this state via proxy species, synthetic biology, or other techniques. Barring that,

it seems speculative at best – and flat-out wrong at worst – to portray its ambitions as deferential

to self-willed nature. But, then, for the European Pleistocene/trophic rewilding community,

deference to wild nature was never the intent. It is moving pieces around in an attempt to create a

“new nature” that suffices for the ecosystem services that humans want from it, compromising the

integrity of evolutionary chains millions of years in the making for the sake of impatient hoomans.

3.4 Concluding Thoughts

At present, the North American tradition of rewilding – and not the preservation of agrarian

landscapes or the manufacture of Pleistocene-inspired forgeries – stands alone as a conservation

approach justified, and indeed mandated, by the moral imperative to respect the autonomy of

43 …originally autocorrected to ‘wildlife prevention’ which might also be accurate (?).
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evolutionary processes. Granted, a lot of people will flat-out reject this view of the appropriate

moral basis for conservation, but I am not those people. I live primarily in Europe these days, and

the tradition called ‘rewilding’ on this side of the pond always strikes me as morally shallow if not

morally bankrupt; I have found it uninspiring at best, repellent at worst. It not only fails to reject

the anthropocentric “ecosystem services” conception of conservation but often leans right into it.

Perhaps this lies behind the apparent lack of critical analysis devoted to the question of whether

or not its cornerstone practice of naturalistic grazing truly manifests respect for self-willed nature.

But that’s just my own diagnosis of my own disparate attitudes towards North American and

European “rewilding” (or what is commonly called such on the respective continents). Others may

have their own reasons to hate the one and love the other, or to hold to the one and despise the

other – or perhaps somehow to embrace them both, despite their surface contradictions.

Don’t forget to do your homework assignment from §3.4.
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