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Abstract

Rewilding is one of today’s most widely debated and contested concepts in conservation. To its
proponents, it represents a hopeful pathway towards the future that offers myriad possibilities for
tackling the pressing environmental dilemmas facing contemporary societies. At the same time,
rewilding practices, particularly those involving the (re)introduction of wild animals into human-
dominated landscapes, have been criticised for failing to account for the potential impacts of such
initiatives on the people living in and around the rural landscapes typically proposed for rewilding.
Hence, although support for rewilding appears to be growing, as reflected in the ongoing recovery
of wildlife populations across Europe, conflicts over rewilding also appear to be increasing and
intensifying. Similar to conservation conflicts, conflicts over rewilding often have significant
consequences for social well-being, economic development and wildlife conservation. Thus, there is
a need to better understand such conflicts and how they can be effectively and equitably

transformed to support coexistence and conviviality between humans and wildlife.

Motivated by a normative aspiration to consider how rewilding can support mote just approaches to
human-wildlife coexistence, in this thesis I explore why the prospect of living alongside wild animals
appears to be such a contentious and divisive issue in the context of rewilding projects and
proposals in Ireland. Drawing on different theoretical approaches from the broad fields of
conservation science and political ecology, my two main research objectives in the thesis were to (1)
identify the underlying drivers of rewilding conflicts and to (2) examine opportunities, or
alternatives, for enabling coexistence through rewilding initiatives. To investigate these objectives, I
used a multiple case study approach to analyse how the interplay between context-specific historical,
socio-political and economic conditions influence conflicts and undermine attempts to facilitate
coexistence. More specifically, through three individual but interlinked papers, looking into (1) a
historical case study of human-wolf relations in Ireland, (2) a case study of the Red Kite
Reintroduction Project in Northern Ireland and (3) a study of rewilding and convivial conservation,
the overall aim of the thesis is to critically examine rewilding as a potential pathway for fostering

long-term human-wildlife coexistence.

Based on a qualitive research design and data collected primarily through semi-structured interviews,
participant observation and document analysis of diverse secondary sources, the thesis illuminates
the importance of considering how political-economic forces and dominant ideas about human-

nature relations influence conflicts and efforts to promote human-wildlife coexistence through



rewilding. By situating human-wildlife interactions within the context of the larger political-
economic and ecological transformations driven by the colonisation of Ireland, the first article
reveals how wildlife and certain people can become enrolled in conflicts linked to struggles over the
control and management of natural resources. In doing so, the article illustrates the value of
historical analysis for contextualising contemporary debate about rewilding and understanding the
reasons why wildlife has been eradicated from particular places with long histories of coexistence.
Grounded in the historical insights generated by the first article, the second article finds that efforts
to encourage coexistence in shared landscapes are undermined by both familiar conservation
conflicts and more novel land-use conflicts. Furthermore, the article highlights how rewilding
projects involving the return of wildlife into human-dominated landscapes are likely to result in
difficult trade-offs between competing and potentially incompatible types of land-use. The article
concludes by suggesting that working towards coexistence is as much about establishing and
nurturing good relations between different groups of people, as it is about promoting positive

relations between people and wildlife.

Following on from the historical and contemporary case studies of rewilding and human-wildlife
coexistence presented in the first two articles, article three asks how rewilding might learn from
convivial conservation’s vision of alternative futures centred around environmental justice and
coexistence. Using examples of convivial practices in Ireland, the article argues that embracing
convivial conservation’s vision of beneficially integrating and (re)embedding the uses of nature into
the daily lives of local communities may help mitigate conflicts related to concerns that rewilding
initiatives valorise the ‘wild’ at the expense of local communities. The article proposes that certain
ideas and practices related to rewilding have the potential to help support transformational change in
biodiversity conservation. However, for this potential to be realised, I conclude that rewilding must
learn from convivial conservation’s commitment to environmental justice, democratic principles and

vision of an abundant post-capitalist world where both human and nonhuman life flourish.

Finally, the thesis ends by making an argument for ‘convivial’ rewilding as a pathway for addressing

rewilding conflicts, promoting human-wildlife coexistence and pursuing just and sustainable futures.



Sammendrag

«Rewildingy, altsa a tilbakefore naturen til sin opprinnelige ville tilstand, er for tiden et av de mest
omdiskuterte og omstridte begrepene innen naturvern. For tilhengerne representerer det et hap
for fremtiden som gir utallige muligheter til 4 hdndtere de presserende miljodilemmaene dagens
samfunn stir overfor. Samtidig kritiseres rewilding, spesielt i tilfeller der det innebzrer 4 tilbakefore
eller introdusere ville dyr i omrader bebodd av mennesker, for 4 ikke ta hensyn til konsekvensene
slike tiltak kan ha p4 menneskene som bor i og rundt de aktuelle omridene. Selv om
oppslutningen rundt rewilding ser ut til 4 oke, noe som gjenspeiles i pdgiende forsok pa 4 oke
bestanden av ville dyr over hele Europa, ser det altsd ut til at konfliktene knyttet til rewilding ogsé
oker i omfang og intensitet. I likhet med andre naturvernkonflikter har disse konfliktene ofte
betydelige konsekvenser for sosial velferd, okonomisk utvikling og bevaring av dyreliv. Det er
derfor behov for forstd disse konfliktene bedre, for 4 finne ut hvordan de pd en god og rettferdig

mate kan snus til noe konstruktivt og bidra til fredelig sameksistens mellom mennesker og dyr.

Min motivasjon for denne avhandlingen har vart en normativ ambisjon om 4 finne ut hvordan
rewilding kan understotte mer rettferdige tilnarminger til sameksistens mellom mennesker og dyr. I
det videre utforsker jeg hvorfor det 4 skulle leve side om side med ville dyr ser ut til 4 vare et sa
omstridt og splittende sporsmil i forbindelse med rewilding-prosjekter og -forslag i Irland. Ved
hjelp av ulike teoretiske tilnaerminger fra bevaringsvitenskap og politisk okologi var mine to
hovedmal i avhandlingen 4 (1) identifisere de underliggende drivkreftene bak rewilding-konflikter
og (2) undersoke muligheter eller alternativer som kan muliggjore sameksistens gjennom rewilding-
prosjekter. Jeg baserte undersokelsen pa flere case-studier for 4 analysere hvordan samspillet
mellom kontekstspesifikke historiske, sosialpolitiske og skonomiske forhold pavirker konflikter
og undergraver forsok pd 4 legge til rette for sameksistens. Det overordnede malet med
avhandlingen er 4 foreta en kritisk gjennomgang av rewilding som en potensiell metode for 4
fremme langsiktig sameksistens mellom mennesker og dyr. Dette gjor jeg gjennom tre
enkeltstiende, men beslektede artikler: (1) en historisk casestudie av forholdet mellom mennesker
og ulv i Irland, (2) en casestudie av Red Kite Reintroduction Project i Nord-Irland og (3) en

studie av rewilding og «convivial conservation», dvs. bevaring basert pé fredelig sameksistens.

Avhandlingen er basert pa et kvalitativt forskningsdesign og data som primert er innsamlet
gjennom semistrukturerte intervjuer, deltakende observasjon og dokumentanalyse av ulike

sekundzre kilder. Den belyser viktigheten av 4 vurdere hvordan politisk-ekonomiske krefter og



ridende tankegang rundt forholdet mellom menneske og natur pavirker konflikter og tiltak for 4
fremme sameksistens mellom mennesker og dyt gjennom rewilding. Ved 4 se samspillet mellom
mennesker og dyr i sammenheng med storre politisk-okonomiske og okologiske endringer drevet
frem av koloniseringen av Irland, viser den forste artikkelen hvordan dyrelivet og
enkeltmennesker kan bli innblandet i konflikter knyttet til kontroll over og forvaltning av
naturressurser. P4 den maten illustrerer artikkelen verdien av historisk analyse for 4
kontekstualisere dagens debatt om rewilding og forsta hvorfor dyrearter har blitt utryddet fra
omrader der mennesker og dyr har levd side om side i lengre tid.

Med bakgrunn i den historiske innsikten opparbeidet gjennom den forste artikkelen, finner den
andre artikkelen at innsats for sameksistens i delte omrader blir undergravd av bide velkjente
naturvernkonflikter og nyere arealbrukskonflikter. Videre fremhever artikkelen hvordan rewilding-
prosjekter som innebzrer tilbakeforing av dyrearter til omrader bebodd av mennesker,
sannsynligvis vil resultere i vanskelige avveininger mellom konkurrerende og potensielt uforenlige
typer arealbruk. Artikkelen avslutter med 4 antyde at arbeidet for sameksistens handler like mye
om 4 etablere og pleie gode relasjoner mellom ulike grupper av mennesker som 4 fremme

positive relasjoner mellom mennesker og dyr.

I forlengelsen av de historiske og moderne casestudiene av rewilding og sameksistens mellom
mennesker og dyr presentert i de to forste artiklene, spor den tredje artikkelen om rewilding har noe
4 lere av «convivial conservation» nar det gjelder ideen om alternative fremtider sentrert rundt
miljorettferdighet og sameksistens. Ved hjelp av eksempler pa slike praksiser i Irland argumenterer
artikkelen for at det 4 omfavne ideen om 4 integrere og (gjen)innfore bruk av naturen i dagliglivet i
lokalsamfunn kan bidra til 4 dempe konflikter knyttet til bekymringer om at rewilding-prosjekter
verdsetter det «ville» pd bekostning av lokalsamfunnet. Artikkelen foreslir at visse ideer og
praksiser knyttet til rewilding kan bidra til 4 understotte dyptgdende endringer i arbeidet for 4 bevate
biologisk mangfold. For 4 fa til at dette konkluderer jeg med at rewilding ma laere av «convivial
conservation» nér det gjelder engasjementet for miljorettferdighet, demokratiske prinsipper og

ideen om en rik postkapitalistisk verden der bide mennesker og andre arter kan blomstre.

Avhandlingen avslutter med 4 argumentere for «convivial rewildingy, dvs. rewilding basert pa
fredelig sameksistens, som en metode for 4 hindtere konflikter, fremme sameksistens mellom

mennesker og dyr og jobbe mot en rettferdig og baerekraftig fremtid.

vi
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Part One

Living with the Wild: Rewilding Conflicts and Conservation
Politics in Ireland

“Uf we wish to preserve wild nature, then we must permit ourselves to imagine a way of

living in nature that can use and protect it at the same time. Otherwise, we will keep

reproducing the very contradiction which has too often made modern bumanity such a
devastating presence on the planet.”

- William Cronon (1996a, p. 53)



Introduction

On an early morning walk along the lower slopes of Table Mountain in 2015, while studying at the
University of Cape Town, a friend pointed out a caracal sauntering along the trail several metres in
front of us. Similar to, but smaller than, the Eurasian lynx, the wild cat appeared neither surprised
nor perturbed by our presence. Coming from the island of Ireland, however, where wildlife are
comparatively scarce and the opportunity for such a meeting is slim, I was surprised, but also
intrigued by the encounter. The city of Cape Town and the Cape Peninsula, I would later learn, were
home to not only caracals, but to a plethora of wildlife, including baboons, zebras, penguins, and
numerous species of snakes and sharks. As a student of conservation biology, I was taught about the
complex and costly conflicts that occurred between the people and wildlife who shared this largely
urban environment. Yet, despite these challenges, and in contrast to my own experiences in Ireland,
it seemed as if coexistence was also an integral part of human-wildlife interactions in Cape Town.
Put another way, in a country recently described by the World Bank as the most unequal in the
wortld (Sulla et al 2022) and where conservation plays a key role in perpetuating this inequality
(Sinthumule 2018; Thakholi and Biischer 2021), it appeared to me as if the human inhabitants of
Cape Town were, nevertheless, collectively committed to ‘living with the wild’. This initial
impression of multispecies coexistence led to this PhD study, which explores conflicts and the
possibility of fostering coexistence in the, quite different, context of rewilding projects and

proposals in Ireland.

1.1 Rewilding, conflict and coexistence

In the early years of the United Nation’s Decade of Ecosystem Restoration (2021-2030), rewilding is
being championed as a radical strategy for tackling the pressing environmental dilemmas
confronting contemporary societies (Perino et al. 2019; Svenning 2020). As a distinctive, but
primarliy large-scale approach to ecological restoration, rewilding is associated with a diverse range
of meanings, practices and actors (Gammon 2018; Hawkins et al. 2022). In its most comprehensible
form, however, rewilding is simply about creating more space for non-human life (Wapner 2020).
Although it shares this aim with conventional conservation and restoration strategies, rewilding
tends to stand apart for one important reason. Whereas conventional approaches to managing and
controlling spaces for nature are typically underpinned by mechanistic assumptions about the
‘balance of nature’ (Ehrlich and Birch 1967; Adams 1997), many rewilding advocates understand

ecological systems as dynamic, uncertain and constantly changing and, thus, they seck to allow



nature to “find its own way” (Monbiot 2014: 9). Against the background of heightened concerns
about planetary exploitation driven by the unsustainable consumption levels of contemporaty
societies, particularly in the ‘Global North’ (Diaz et al. 2019), interest in rewilding’s vision of a

‘wilder’ future is consequently growing (Lorimer et al. 2015; Jepson and Blythe 2020).

However, the implementation of rewilding and global restoration efforts at national, subnational and
local levels raises a central dilemma regarding “the fundamental clash between the environment and
the economy” (Martinez-Alier et al. 2016: 731). Rewilding proponents argue it can resolve this
dilemma by contributing economic benefits to rural communities through ecotourism and recreation
initiatives (Cerqueira et al. 2015). Yet, empirical evidence from rewilding projects suggests that
attempts to promote these livelihood diversification opportunities are not always welcome, indeed
they have been strongly resisted in certain places (Vasile 2018; Wynne-Jones et al. 2018). Moreover,
similar to conventional approaches to conservation (Redpath et al. 2015), rewilding often appears to
be in conflict with existing land-use practices and future development agendas (Drenthen 2015;
Deary and Warren 2017). Particularly when involving the return or (re)introduction of charismatic
wildlife, rewilding has been heavily contested and a significant source of conflict (Skogen et al. 2008;
O’Rourke 2019; Coz and Young 2020). These highly complex conflicts over land, livelihoods and
wildlife can have serious consequences for social well-being, economic development and wildlife
conservation (Dickman 2010; Barua et al. 2013; Hill et al. 2017). Therefore, it is imperative to

understand their drivers and how they might be more effectively and equitably managed.

In the human-dominated environments of the Anthropocene, or rather the Capitalocene (Moore
2017), there is growing recognition that successfully addressing these conflicts will entail careful
consideration of the social and political implications of rewilding and restoration (Elias et al 2021;
Drouilly and O’Riain 2021). Although it appears that not all rewilding supporters share this concern
(Noss 2010), Pettorelli et al. (2019: 9) emphasise that “it is impossible to discuss rewilding without
considering its human dimensions, acknowledging that humans are key to the success, and failure, of
rewilding initiatives”. In addition, theoretical perspectives from multispecies research may also be of
relevance to rewilding in illustrating the importance of understanding how non-human actors,
including animals, plants, soils and climate, influence relations between the human actors involved in

conflicts over rewilding (Van Dooren and Rose 2012; Haraway 2018).

Approaching rewilding as a dynamic and contested social and ecological process, this thesis sets out

to explore how conflicts over rewilding are influenced by the interplay between human and non-



human actors and the socio-political, historical and ecological contexts in which these actors

operate.

With the aid of theoretical tools from a multispecies approach to political ecology, I examine
conflicts over rewilding in this thesis in the context of two related concepts: coexistence and
conviviality. A normative concept based around the idea of humans living alongside wildlife in
shared landscapes (Treves and Santiago-Avila 2020), coexistence is the subject of growing interest in
debates about rethinking human-wildlife interactions where the overarching aim is ‘turning conflict
into coexistence’ (Frank et al. 2019). While conflict, including the potential for wildlife to negatively
impact on human lives and livelihoods, is still considered to be an inevitable component of
coexistence (Carter and Linnell 2016), coexistence secks to expand the hotizon of human-wildlife
studies beyond its dominant focus on conflict (Bhatia et al. 2020; Konig et al. 2020). Similar to
rewilding, coexistence is interpreted in a variety of different ways, but has no settled definition
(Madden 2004: Nyhus 2016). Also similar to rewilding, some argue that the lack of an agreed
definition for coexistence, and the related terms ‘acceptance’ and ‘tolerance’, is problematic for
conservation research (Knox et al. 2021). However, in highlighting the limitations of a narrow
conservation-oriented framing of coexistence, Pooley (2021: 5) proposes a broader conceptualisation

that “requires embracing difference and acknowledging power differentials and dynamics”.

Linked to this broader understanding of coexistence is the concept of conviviality (Illich 1973). In
recent years, conviviality has been used to promote care and justice-based approaches to urban
planning (Hinchcliffe and Whatmore 2008), economic development (Scoones 2022), and
environmental conservation (Biischer and Fletcher 2020). In this thesis, I engage with conviviality in
relation to the convivial conservation proposal given its central aim of moving ‘from conflict to
conviviality’ (Toncheva and Fletcher 2021) and fostering democratic approaches to human-wildlife
coexistence (Biischer and Fletcher 2020). Grounded in critical social science and drawing on multi-
disciplinary perspectives, this proposal, and the associated CONVIVA research project, aim to
promote transformative change in conservation by exploring the historical, socio-political and
ecological dynamics of human-wildlife interactions and identifying alternative ways of living with,

valuing and knowing non-human life (Massarella et al. 2021).

Although many rewilding supporters also share this commitment to coexistence and transformative
change (Carver et al. 2021), to date, these important themes have received relatively little attention in

the rewilding literature. Therefore, concerned with the central question of how rewilding conflicts



can be transformed to encourage coexistence, this thesis aims to explore these themes through a
multiple case study approach that investigates (1) a historical case study of human-wolf relations in
Ireland, (2) a case study of the Red Kite Reintroduction Project in Northern Ireland and (3) a future-

oriented study of rewilding and convivial conservation.

1.2 Placing the study in Ireland

The island of Ireland is the primary geographical focus of this PhD’s investigation into the human
dimensions of rewilding and the aforementioned concepts and themes related to conflict,
coexistence and conviviality. Covering a total land area of 84,421 km?, it is the 20th largest island in
the world. Biogeographically, the island represents a single cohesive mass of land. Geopolitically,
however, the island is currently divided into two separate territories, the Republic of Ireland and
Northern Ireland that have, according to Brennan et al. (2023:7), “developed (with some exceptions)
almost completely segregated environmental governance structures, legal and policy frameworks,
and implementation processes”. Although historically the number of wildlife species living in Ireland
has been considerably lower than in surrounding areas, including neighbouring Britain (Montgomery
et al. 2014), the island has and continues to support many types of wildlife (Maclean 2010).
However, following the conquest and colonisation of the island during the 16th and 17th centuries
(Smyth 2006), and the radical transformations of the socio-economic, cultural, political and
ecological landscapes that followed (Ohlmeyer 2016), a number of iconic species and habitats were
eliminated and destroyed. As such, Ireland represents an interesting, and under-researched, setting

for exploring rewilding and human-wildlife interactions.

In the present, rewilding has become a pivotal concept in Ireland in relation to calls to recover these
‘lost’ species, such as wolves, lynx and eagles, and to restore former habitats, such as temperate
rainforest (DellaSala et al. 2011) and peatland (Flood et al. 2021). In the early 2000s, a number of
raptor species were reintroduced to Ireland, including golden and white-tailed eagles and red kites.
However, rewilding’s entry into discussions about the future of conservation, agriculture and land-
use, more generally, appears to have aggravated already existing tensions between actors
representing these different interests (Tovey 2016). On an island where approximately 70% of the
land is devoted to agticulture, these debates have been dominated by a focus on how proposals to
reintroduce wildlife, most notably wolves, and initiatives to create ‘wilderness’ areas will affect
farming and the livelihoods of people who live in and around the landscapes proposed for rewilding.

Although some view rewilding as a possible way to redress coexistence inequalities between high and



low-income countries (Jordan et al. 2020; Paudel and Sandbrook 2022), against this background of
colonialism and contemporary social conflict and political instability (Gravey et al. 2018), the
prospect of promoting coexistence in Ireland appears to be a major challenge. This challenge

motivates the study of rewilding and coexistence in Ireland presented in this thesis.

1.3 Objectives and research questions

The main aim of this PhD is to contribute original and valuable knowledge to rewilding research and
practice by critically examining how conflicts over rewilding might be transformed to coexistence.
Through an empirical focus on human-wildlife interactions in Ireland, the study has two main
objectives (1) to identify the key drivers of conflicts over rewilding and how these drivers are
influenced by different actors and intersecting historical, socio-political, economic and ecological
processes and (2) to explore how the concept of conviviality can contribute to fostering coexistence
through rewilding. Guided by the overarching question: how can rewilding conflicts be transformed
towards coexistence?, I address these objectives by asking the three following research questions,

which correspond with the three papers presented in this thesis:

What historical factors have influenced the eradication of wildlife from places with long histories of
coexistence, and how can an understanding of these factors contribute to addressing contemporary

rewilding conflicts?

How is coexistence, in the context of rewilding projects, influenced by the interplay between
different actors and the broader social, historical and political contexts in which these actors

operate?

How can insights from the ‘convivial conservation’ proposal contribute to transforming conflicts

over mainstream approaches to rewilding and conservation towards coexistence?

1.4 Thesis Structure

This thesis consists of a synthesising chapter (Part One) and three papers (Part Two). At the time of
writing, one of the three papers is published in a peer-reviewed journal, one has been submitted and
is ‘under revision’, and the final paper is soon to be submitted. The papers are presented in full in

Part Two.



Part One, which is divided into six main sections, offers a unified and integrated overview of the
study in terms of the background, theoretical framework, methodological approach and main
contributions of the thesis. This introduction section has framed the thesis and presented the study
objectives and research questions. The second section expands on the introduction and
contextualises rewilding in relation to conflict and coexistence by providing an overview of the
rewilding literature. The focus in this second section is on critically examining the broader
conservation movement through which rewilding has emerged and discussing how rewilding has
been repositioned as a coexistence and people-focused approach to conservation. In the third
section, I present the theoretical framework used to inform the analysis, which is centred around
coexistence, a multispecies approach to political ecology and perspectives associated with convivial
conservation. The fourth section provides a detailed explanation of the methodological approach
used in the thesis and how my research was conducted, including reflections on why certain
decisions were taken regarding fieldwork, data collection and case selection. In section five, I
summarise the three academic papers that comprise the thesis. Finally, in section six, I present a
synthesis of the main contributions of the thesis and discuss their significance for conservation

policy and practice, and for future research on rewilding and coexistence.



2.0 Background: The Trouble with Rewilding

Written over 25 years ago, The Trouble with Wilderness, the seminal essay by environmental
historian William Cronon, opens with the following provocation: “The time has come to rethink
wilderness” (1996b: 7). Adopting a critical constructivist approach, the much-debated essay
problematises the uneasy relationship between the idea of ‘wilderness’ and its influence on human-
nature relations and conservation, particulatly the National Parks model developed in the United
States. In concluding that wilderness is a social construct with tangible and profound implications in
relation to how it symbolically and materially situates humans, notably indigenous peoples and local
communities (Dowie 2011), outside nature, Cronon engages with the works of key figures in the US
Wilderness Movement, such as John Muir, Henry David Thoreau and Aldo Leopold. In reaching his
controversial conclusion (Hays 1996), Cronon also devotes considerable attention to the writings of
the, recently deceased, ‘path-breaking’ conservation activist Dave Foreman, who he critiques for
prioritising environmental problems over problems of environmental justice and for reproducing the

“dualism at the heart of wilderness” (Cronon 1996: 20).

Although his views on vatious social issues were somewhat more nuanced than characterised by
Cronon (Bookchin and Foreman 1991), Foreman was unequivocal and dogmatic in his commitment
to biocentrism and the preservation of natural diversity and the ‘wilderness experience’ (Foreman
and Wolke 1992). Hintz articulates this point about Foreman, and other wilderness enthusiasts, as
follows, “Despite token nods toward ‘compatible’ human uses in buffer zones, a sharp rhetorical
and material dichotomy between ‘true wilderness’ and human-occupied land is forged and
relentlessly defended” (2007:181). His devotion to wilderness led Foreman away from the Earth
First! movement he co-founded in the 1980s, who, in his wotds, had become too focused on issues
of social and economic justice (Bookchin and Foreman 1991: 78), and towards the Wildlands Project
(now the Wildlands Network) he helped establish in 1991 (Foreman 1998). It was here he is believed
to have originally devised the term ‘rewilding’ to promote his ‘vision for conservation in the 21*
century’ (Foreman 2004). Firmly rooted in the idea of wilderness as spaces free of ‘permanent
improvement or human habitation” (Foreman 2000), Foreman’s vision of rewilding was to establish
a network of strictly protected areas across North America that could support ecological and
evolutionary processes and facilitate the reintroduction and long-term presence of native wildlife

populations (Fisher and Catrver 2022).



Foreman and other wilderness advocates were not alone in calling for the creation of this
continental-scale rewilding network, however. A group of prominent conservation biologists,
including Michael Soulé, Reed Noss, John Terborgh and E.O. Wilson, also supported the idea of
large-scale rewilding (Johns 2019), with some arguing that this would requite the strict protection of
around half of North America (Noss 1992). A paper published by Soulé and Noss, which presented
rewilding as “the scientific argument for restoring big wilderness based on the regulatory roles of
large predators” (1998: 22), was particularly important for lending scientific authority to the term.
Described by Jorgensen (2015: 483) as the “foundational manifesto for rewilding”, Foreman also
recognised the significance of the paper and referred to it as being of “landmark importance for the
wilderness conservation movement” and a celebrated case of where “science buttresses the wants

and values of wilderness recreationists” (2000: 38).

To support their scientific argument for rewilding, which included the reintroduction of the “entire
pre-Columbian set of carnivores and other keystone species” (1998: 26), Soulé and Noss presented
several examples of how keystone species can positively influence ecosystem function. One example
they briefly discuss describes how the extirpation of wolves from Yellowstone National Park
‘impoverished the local biodiversity’, whilst their return helped to reduce browsing pressure by large
populations of elk. This well-known example of trophic cascades (Ripple et al. 2001) is often
employed as the scientific justification for rewilding (Brown et al. 2011), including in Ireland where it
is has been used to promote the idea of wolf reintroduction (Maguire 2022). However, recent
research has challenged these findings, with Mech (2012: 143) also stressing that “any such cascading
effects of wolves found in National Parks would have little relevance to most of the wolf range
because of overriding anthropogenic influences there on wolves, prey, vegetation, and other parts of
the food web”. Nevertheless, the simple success narrative surrounding the reintroduction of wolves
to Yellowstone, and the dissemination of this story through George Monbiot’s wide-reaching short
film ‘How Wolves Change Rivers’, has helped build popular support for rewilding and perceptions
of the wolf as “something of a posterchild for rewilding” (Martin 2020: 1). Put another way, if Soulé
and Noss’s paper is to be considered the foundational manifesto that solidified rewilding’s place in
the conservation science discourse, then the Yellowstone wolf story may be viewed as the

foundational myth upon which much popular support for rewilding has been built.

According to Evans (2017: 62), “stories like these — stories of rebirth in which whole landscapes and

ecosystems come back from the dead — have a power that the arid language of ‘sustainability’, which



sounds as though its aspirations go just a fraction beyond mere harm reduction, will always lack”. In
view of growing anxiety about environmental change (Albrecht et al. 2007), rewilding stories about
the ecological recovery of entire continents and Yellowstone’s ‘benign eco-wolves” (Marvin 2012: 8)
are interpreted by its advocates as powerful and persuasive stories of “hope, vision and ambition
that inspire and empower” (Jepson 2019: 126). At the same time, however, attempts to bring these
stories to life through rewilding practices have been contested by those concerned that rewilding
aims to erase the (his)stories of communities who inhabit and work in the landscapes rewilders often
consider to be ‘degraded’ or lacking in ‘ecological integrity’ (Gammon 2019). Thus, although its
popularity has grown significantly over the years, so too has the controversy surrounding rewilding,
particularly over its troubling roots in the wilderness ideology once championed by Foreman and

now widely supported by many in the conservation industry (Wilson 2016; Kopnina et al. 2018).

2.1 Resisting Rewilding

In 2016, a paper was published in Current Biology entitled ‘Rewilding is the new Pandora’s box in
conservation’ (Nogués-Bravo et al. 2016). One of the main concerns raised by the paper’s authors
related to the “worrying lack of consensus about what rewilding is and what it isn’t” (2016: 87). This
concern, which has been repeated by many others (e.g. Hayward et al. 2019), was prompted by the
way rewilding has been subject to various interpretations since its emergence during the 1990s.
Indeed, since then, the concept has evolved greatly and a diverse range of definitions are now
attached to it, including Pleistocene rewilding (Donlan et al. 2005), translocation rewilding (Seddon
et al. 2014), trophic rewilding (Svenning et al. 2016) and passive rewilding (Pereira and Navarro
2015). Although attempts have been made to introduce a unified definition of rewilding (Carver et
al. 2021), it remains a highly ambiguous concept and has become, to borrow a phrase used in
relation to the Anthropocene (Voosen 2012), ‘an argument wrapped in a word’. The long-running
debates associated with key concepts linked to rewilding, such as ‘nature’ (Harvey 1996; Williams
2014) and ‘wildness’ (Leerssen 1995; Ward 2019) indicate this argument will not be resolved anytime
soon and that rewilders should instead concentrate on the perhaps more central problems that have

undermined rewilding efforts.

Nogués-Bravo et al (2016) highlight one such problem, namely rewilding’s potential to generate
social conflicts over the coexistence of wild animals and humans. Conflicts between people over
wildlife represent a major conservation challenge (Hodgson et al. 2020), with this challenge

compounded by the recovery and presence of wildlife in multiple-use landscapes (Boitani and
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Linnell 2015; Pooley et al. 2017). To address this notoriously complex problem, they recommended
taking “advantage of on-going socio-economic trends (i.c. abandonment of rural regions) to
minimize conflicts” (Nogués-Bravo et al. 2016: 90). While they do not elaborate on this
recommendation any further, it appears to be based around the basic assumption that the emptying
of rural landscapes will reduce the potential for humans to encounter wildlife and, thus, reduce the
likelihood of human-wildlife conflicts occurring (Peterson et al. 2010). The implication of this logic
is that rural land abandonment represents an opportunity for rewilding to support a particular model

of coexistence based around the spatial separation of humans and wildlife (Bull et al. 2019).

The perception that landscape change, specifically land abandonment (Lasanta el al. 2017),
represents an opportunity for resuscitating biological diversity and charismatic wildlife is shared by
many rewilding advocates (Bauer et al. 2009; Chapron et al. 2014). For example, Pereira and Navarro
(2015: v) suggest that the “opportunity for large-scale rewilding in Europe has been developing over
the last few decades through the process of land abandonment, particularly farmland abandonment”.
Similarly, in presenting their ‘New Vision for an Old Continent’, the Rewilding Europe organisation
propose that while “land abandonment is often seen as a major socio-economic problem, it may
provide an opportunity for new forms of rural development based on nature and certain valuable
attributes of wild landscapes” (Helmer et al. 2015: 171). By taking rural development into
consideration, this European approach to rewilding appears, at first, to diverge from Foreman’s
myopic rewilding fantasy for North America. However, the post-productivist types of rural
development promoted by many rewilders in Europe, which are heavily concentrated on ecotourism
(Pellis et al. 2019), also bear a striking resemblance to the ideals of ‘untrammelled wilderness’

embraced by the rewilding movement in the United States.

Leaning heavily on land-sparing models (Monbiot 2022) and premised on the separation of certain
human activities from ‘wild’ landscapes, this so-called ‘passive’ approach to rewilding appears to
promote an exclusionary form of conservation that lends credibility to concerns that culturally
‘layered’ landscapes and local livelihoods are not valued by rewilders (Linnell et al. 2015; Drenthen
2018). Moreover, there are also distinct parallels between the ‘original’ and “passive’ approaches to
rewilding in terms of how they often tend to universalise human activity, particularly animal
agriculture, as forms of disturbance that negatively impact ecosystems and wildlife (Ceausu et al.
2015). While it is important to stress that alternative conceptualisations of rewilding exist (Carver

2014), this specific form of rewilding, i.e. one that aims to reduce or remove the presence of most
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humans in order to create landscapes for nature and a small number of people, appears to be

dominant and a significant source of socio-political conflict (Wynne-Jones et al. 2020).

Land abandonment is clearly a key aspect of these conflicts (Holmes et al. 2020), as are concerns
that this low intervention, ‘passive’ approach to rewilding is fundamentally incompatible with
farming, agricultural production and environmental stewardship (Mikolajczak et al. 2021). Although
the rewilding literature often focuses on ‘success’ stories, including those facilitated by human
disasters like Fukushima (Lyons et al. 2020) and the Chernobyl Exclusion Zone, which is included
on Rewilding Europe’s European Rewilding Network map (Gammon 2019), the conflicts, tensions
and trade-offs associated with the human dimensions of rewilding are starting to receive more
attention. For example, in coining the term ‘clearance rewilding’, Rappel (2021) notes how rewilding
has benefited from the rise of neoliberal policies linked to land abandonment and the decline of
small-scale farming (Shucksmith and Renningen 2011). Developing this point further, he argues that
rewilding “based on seemingly apolitical land sparing ideas and judgements of farm ‘efficiencies’

contradict social and environmental justice agendas” (Rappel 2021).

As highlighted earlier in this section, issues of social and environmental (in)justice were secondary
concerns to the founding fathers of rewilding in the U.S. Despite their rhetorical commitment to
transformative change (Carver et al. 2021), there appears to be little evidence thus far to suggest that
those who are now driving the rewilding movement differ in this regard. Having said that, however,
there are nascent signs that some of those with an interest in rewilding are beginning to engage with
the complex and uneven socio-ecological and political-economic processes through which
landscapes are co-produced and contested by humans and the rest of nature (Pettersson et al. 2021;
Fletcher and Toncheva 2021; Cracknell 2021). For instance, stressing that rewilding inherently
involves humans, Root-Bernstein et al. (2017) have formulated ten key questions for rewilding in
South America that include pondering how rewilding can potentially align with traditional

agricultural systems, such as pastoralism, and indigenous cosmologies.

Moreover, in referring to how European colonisation has advanced cultural models of human-free
wilderness in many parts of South America, they also note how some may view rewilding as “a
collusion with, or repetition of, colonialism” (Root-Bernstein et al. 2017: 274). Where this cultural
model underpins rewilding practices based on the segregation of humans and nature it risks
reproducing the injustices associated with colonialism and the neocolonial enterprise. Moreover,

pursuing this problematic approach to rewilding also risks concealing alternative possibilities for
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reconnecting and living with nature (e.g. Wiskerke 2009; Watts et al. 2017) that could be harnessed

in support of a truly transformational approach to rewilding.

2.2 Rewilding: For people and nature?

Conservation and rewilding have frequently been critiqued in a similar, albeit more thorough,
manner to that which I have attempted to do so far in this section (e.g. Igoe and Brockington 2007;
Benjaminsen and Bryceson 2012; Jorgensen 2015). Although not always well received by those
working in the conservation field (Soulé 1995; Fox et al. 20006), perspectives from human geography,
political ecology, environmental history and political science have drawn attention to key social and
political issues and, in the process, made important contributions to both strengthening and
rethinking certain conservation practices and policies (Redford 2011; Bresnihan 2016; Duffy 2022).
In addition, the attention of social scientists has also helped to highlight how the conservation
movement is underpinned by pluralistic views and values (Pascual et al. 2021), which include
support for a people-centred approach to conservation (Sandbrook et al. 2019). In tracing how
conservation’s focus has changed over time, Georgina Mace (2014) espoused that such an approach
to conservation, namely one centred around the needs of ‘people and nature’, offers the most

promise for ensuring a sustainable and resilient future.

Mace’s (2014) other three framings of conservation help illuminate how its primary focus has, until
now, been primarily on a combination of (i) ‘nature for itself, (ii) ‘nature despite people’, or (iii)
‘nature for people’. Rewilding projects that focus on pre-human baselines, such as Pleistocene Park
in Russia (Zimov 2005; du Toit 2019), ovetlook the diverse ways landscapes have been shaped by
people and nature over time (Ellis et al. 2021), and valorise neutrally framed natural science closely
align with the ‘nature for itself’ typology. Meanwhile, rewilding shares common ground with ‘nature
despite people’ on account of its tendency to view people as the problem and through its focus on
addressing this real and perceived threat to nature by reducing or removing human interventions
(Corlett 2016). Finally, to alleviate concerns that it fails to consider human needs, rewilding is
increasingly framed as a utilitarian ‘nature for people’ approach, where the focus is on ecosystem
services and nature-based solutions (Cerqueira et al. 2015; Keesstra et al. 2018). Indeed, in relation to
this point, Rappel (2021) argues that “many rewilding schemes are linked to the rise of dubious

neoliberal biodiversity and carbon offsetting schemes across the Global South”.

These different approaches to rewilding will have important implications for the future of

conservation and undoubtedly warrant substantial attention. However, to conclude this section, I
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will instead briefly address Mace’s (2014) proposal to concentrate on ‘people and nature’ by
considering how rewilding fits within this framing, which, on the surface at least, appears more

amenable to coexistence based on people sharing space with wildlife.

In response to critiques of rewilding (Wynne-Jones et al. 2020) and broader calls to consider the role
played by Indigenous peoples and local communities in conservation (Dawson et al. 2021), a small
but steadily growing body of literature has started to explore different approaches to a more people-
centred rewilding (Martin et al. 2021; Corson et al. 2022). For example, Dotson and Pereira (2022)
have recently argued that political conflicts over conservation may be resolved by embracing
“biodiversity democracy in rewilding”. Questioning conservation’s tendency to frame rural people as
either the ‘problem’ or ‘solution’ for tackling biodiversity loss, they promote “biodiversity
democracy” as a way of recognising that both urban and rural actors have “legitimate interests at
stake in conservation decisions, involving cultural, experiential, economic, and environmental values,

even if urbanites live farther way” (Dotson and Pereira 2022: 468).

People living in urban areas unquestionably have legitimate interests in conservation, however, the
idea of “biodiversity democracy” is problematic in how it advocates handing decision-making power
to urban populations who are less likely to encounter the costs of living with wildlife in the rural
areas rewilding favours (Bond and Mkutu 2018; Gulati et al. 2021). Furthermore, examples of
“biodiversity democracy” in practice, such as the public ballot on wolf reintroduction in Colorado
(Sullivan 2021), described by sceptics as “ballot box biology” (Brasch 2020), suggest that rather than
resolving conflicts, such a proposal could deepen and intensify existing conflicts over conservation
and rewilding. While attempts to promote democratic decision-making in rewilding are certainly
welcome, the implications of such approaches require detailed and careful consideration, particularly
in relation to social and environmental justice (Brechin et al. 2002). These complex issues are further
complicated by attempts to frame rewilding as a global strategy for addressing coexistence
inequalities related to how the costs of coexistence are disproportionately borne by rural

communities living in the Global South (Jordan et al. 2020; Iordachescu 2021).

While such conflicts over rewilding and conservation appear to be ubiquitous (Balmford et al. 2001;
Chapron and Lépez-Bao 2020), shifting the main focus of conservation research from resolving or
mitigating conflict towards cultivating coexistence offers fruitful possibilities for considering how
humans might live with each other and with animals (Pooley et al. 2021). For instance, in their paper

examining the social impacts of the Patagonia Patk private-protected area in Chile, Louder and
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Bosak (2019) report familiar criticisms about how protected areas can disrupt local systems of
production and be detrimental to livelihoods and well-being. In short, by focusing on ‘impacts’, they
conclude the park is a source of conflict. However, they also note another important finding that
receives less attention. In their interviews with local actors they detect support for conservation,
“but a different version where production and non-human nature coexist” (Louder and Bosak 2019:
168). In addition, they document how two park rangers reiterate “the fact that there has always been
coexistence of wildlife and livestock” (Louder and Bosak 2019: 168). Although Dotson and Pereira
(2022: 468) assert that “indigenous and local practices are not always ecologically friendly”, this
different version of conservation, one based around coexistence, reconciling production with
preservation, and led by indigenous people and local communities (Gadgil et al. 2021) could offer an

alternative pathway for advancing coexistence through rewilding.

As mentioned, recent publications in the rewilding literature suggest there is growing interest in this
alternative path. Instead of treating farmland abandonment as a ‘win-win’ opportunity to make space
for ‘wild’ nature, this literature is acknowledging the challenges and trade-offs associated with efforts
to make space for ‘people and nature’ in shared landscapes (Vogt 2021; Corson et al. 2022; Duckett
et al. 2022). The theoretical framework presented in the following section introduces the key
concepts and theories I use in this thesis in an attempt to make sense of the complex socio-political,

economic and ecological challenges related to rewilding, conflicts and coexistence.
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3.0 Theoretical and Conceptual Framework

In this section, I elaborate on the key concepts and theoretical perspectives I have drawn upon to
explore how conflicts over rewilding might be transformed towards coexistence. I begin the section
by situating this topic within the context of broader discussions in the conservation biology and
science literature about the future of conservation, paying particular attention to the theoretical
thinking that underpins this debate. Next, I introduce political ecology, explaining how it can help to
enhance understandings of the social and political dimensions of conservation and how I have used
it as an overarching critical approach in this thesis to gain insights into the drivers of rewilding
conflicts and to explore possible pathways to fostering coexistence. This overview provides an entry
point into the thesis’s conceptual framework and a discussion of the three central concepts used in
this study — conflict, coexistence and conviviality. I conclude by reflecting on the concept of
conviviality and the convivial conservation proposal (Bischer and Fletcher 2020), and its potential
for fostering more political, inclusive and transformative approaches to coexistence through
rewilding. Building on my background in conservation biology, the theoretical and conceptual tools
employed in this thesis reflect an attempt to draw together insights from natural and social science
disciplines to engage with the human dimensions of rewilding conflicts and the complex challenges

associated with promoting coexistence.

Theoretical perspectives:
Conservation Science and
Political Ecology

Key concepts:
Conflict, coexistence
and conviviality

Main topic:

Rewilding
Conflicts and
Coexistence

Figure 1. Conceptual and theoretical approach to the human dimensions of rewilding.
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3.1 Rewilding and conservation science

The idea of rewilding, as discussed in the previous section, was originally devised in North America
in the 1990s by proponents of wilderness-focused conservation (Johns 2019). This group of
rewilding pioneers featured a number of prominent conservation biologists who used their expertise
and authoritative knowledge of ecology and natural science as the conceptual basis for championing
rewilding (Soulé and Noss 1998). A decade carlier, many of the same individuals were also involved
with establishing the ‘mission-oriented’ and ‘crisis-driven’ discipline of conservation biology in the
USA, the principal aim of which is “the description, explanation, appreciation, protection, and
perpetuation of biological diversity” (Meine et al. 2006: 632). Given rewilding’s genesis in
consetrvation biology, this section proceeds by considering how dominant thinking, and dominant
actors, in conservation biology and the broader field of conservation science influences conservation

practice and policy, and, in turn, the relationship between nature and society.

Focused on understanding, managing, and protecting biodiversity and underpinned by biocentric
values (Hunter et al. 2014), conservation biology has been a major influence on global conservation
policy, practice, and governance since the 1980s (Soulé and Wilcox 1980; Primack 2006). Described
as an “inescapably normative” field (Barry and Oelschlaeger 1996), its origins are typically traced to
the formation of the Society for Conservation Biology in 1985 and its accompanying journal
Conservation Biology, which was first published in 1987. However, as Simberloff (1988) notes,
conservation biology, which he prefers to label conservation science, is guided by earlier theories
and concepts related to long-established disciplines, such as community ecology, population biology
and zoology. Similarly, other conservation fields often perceived or presented as being recent or
new, including ecological restoration (Dobson et al. 1997) and rewilding (Jepson and Blythe 2020),
share a related historical background in terms of how they build upon earlier work in ecology and

the biological sciences to inform contemporary conservation science and practice (Martin 2022).

Equipped with the tools of ecology and the biological sciences, conservation biologists have
produced valuable insights and knowledge about the dynamics of natural systems and the drivers of
global biodiversity loss (Olson et al. 2002; Cardinale et al. 2012). Moreover, by highlighting the
importance of protecting and restoring biodiversity, this knowledge has enabled conservation
biologists to advocate for certain conservation policies and outcomes (Meffe and Viederman 1995).
For example, conservation’s concern with safeguarding biodiversity in protected areas, a strategy

with a long history that has dovetailed with conservation biology’s growing influence, is typically
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justified using arguments based on “the best available science...and a strict scientific point of view”
(Noss et al. 2012: 2). This one-dimensional view of science is regularly invoked by conservationists,
including by proponents of “harmony in conservation”, who contend “there are coherent scientific
arguments that the current Aichi target of 17% terrestrial protected areas is inadequate to avoid
widespread ecosystem collapse, and that targets should be closer to 50%” (Washington et al. 2022:
689). Likewise, rewilding proponents employ similar arguments to inform and advance their
objectives by leveraging scientific knowledge related to keystone species, whose reintroduction, they

argue, could potentially help to restore ecosystem functioning and resilience (Svenning et al. 2016).

This tendency to view conservation primarily through the lens of ecology and natural science is an
important thread in a lively discussion about the knowledge and values that underpin conservation
biology and its goals (Chan 2008; Sandbrook et al. 2011; Kopnina et al. 2018). Informed by
conservation thinking promoted by figures such as John Muir, Henry David Thoreau, and Aldo
Leopold during the 19™ and 20" centuries, consetvation biology’s chief architect Michael Soulé
(1985) was explicit in prioritising the inherent value of biodiversity and a preference for “wilderness
over gardens” when he laid the foundations of the field. A recent survey of the conservation
movement indicates there is still considerable support for such science-led, ecocentric approaches to
conservation among those trained in biological sciences (Sandbrook et al. 2019). At the same time,
however, the survey also highlighted how this ‘“traditional’ vision of conservation is strongly opposed

by social scientists based on concerns related to its negative impacts on local people.

Regarding the role of science in conservation biology, Soulé (1985: 727) was clear in emphasising
“the dependence of the biological sciences on social science disciplines” as a means to assess the
social implications of conservation actions. In the ensuing years, a growing awareness that the
success or failure of conservation is heavily dependent on social factors has meant the central
importance of social science and humanities research for exploring the ‘human dimensions’ of
conservation and restoration has been frequently highlighted by scholars from multiple disciplines
(Decker et al. 1989; Mascia et al. 2003; Drew and Henne 2008; Higgs 2012; Bennett et al. 2017;
Holmes et al. 2021). Thus, although natural science perspectives remain dominant (Evans 2021),
social science and humanities research have gradually gained momentum and made important
contributions that have both strengthened and challenged the ‘“traditional” approaches associated
with conservation biology (Buscher and Wolmer 2007; Sheil and Meijaard 2010; Redford 2011). Yet,

as the spotlight on the human dimensions of conservation has grown brighter, so too has the
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intensity of polarised debates surrounding the role of people in conservation between some
proponents of conservation biology and those associated with a nascent field referred to as the “new

conservation science” (Doak et al. 2015).

This debate was sparked by advocates of the so-called new conservation, who called for
conservation to “shed the old paradigms” of conservation biology in favour of a more
anthropocentric, market-based conservation enterprise that could merge the objectives of
conservation and economic development (Kareiva et al. 2011). Questioning the centrality of
biological sciences in a field faced with complex, socially-driven problems, new conservationists
Kareiva and Marvier (2012) argued for a broader, more interdisciplinary and integrated approach to
conservation science informed by a range of disciplines across the biological sciences, social sciences
and humanities (see figure 2). Furthermore, in presenting their “modern” approach to conservation
science and pointing out what they considered to be the “major shortcomings” of conservation
biology, Kareiva and Marvier (2012) also questioned the vision of rewilding promoted by some
conservation biologists. Asserting that wilderness and places untouched by human influence do not
exist and species, such as wolves and grizzly bears, “will never be as abundant and widespread as
they once were” (2012: 968), Kareiva and Marvier instead called for conservation to turn its focus to

a future of novel ecosystems, corporate partnerships, and sustainable resource use.
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Figure 2. Fields contributing to (a) conservation biology and (b) conservation science (Kareiva and
Marvier 2012)
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Similar arguments based on shifting conservation away from the ‘fortress” model and towards a
‘conservation for development’ approach have been advanced since the 1980s (Brandon et al. 1998;
Folke 2006). However, in critically re-evaluating the goals, science, and core assumptions of
conservation biology, the new conservation triggered a reproachful response from certain
proponents of ‘traditional” conservation. Characterising new conservation as an “economic-growth-
based or humanitarian movement”, Michael Soulé declared it “does not desetve to be labelled
conservation” (2013: 895). Moreover, rather than acknowledge the prominent position the biological
sciences continue to occupy in conservation biology, Soulé (2013) defensively argued the Society for
Conservation Biology has included many progressive social scientists among its editors and authors,
thus implying that the field is attentive and committed to engaging with the human dimensions of
conservation. In what may be understood as a further example of the ongoing ‘dialogue of the deaf’
(Agrawal and Ostrom 20006) between the social sciences and conservation biology, the new
conservation’s interpretation of nature as a social construction, a longstanding source of controversy
in debates about wilderness (e.g. Nelson and Callicott 2008), was dismissed by some adherents of
conservation biology. For example, in querying whether new conservation represents a “surrender to
development”, Miller et al. (2014: 3) rejected the premise that nature is a social construct and

contended that “Economics is the human construct. Nature is real, no matter how battered”.

In addition to these important divergences over how natute is conceptualised and the evidence base
that informs conservation, proponents of new conservation science and conservation biology also
clashed over the relationship between conservation and economics. These tensions can be traced
back to the foundations of the conservation movement in America at the turn of the 20" century
and the contrasting ‘preservation’ and ‘conservation’ approaches advocated by John Muir and
Gifford Pinchot (Callicott 1990). Dedicated to preserving what he considered to be cherished
wilderness areas in the American West, Muir was vehemently opposed to activities such as logging,
grazing and hunting, unlike the more pragmatic Pinchot who supported the wise use of natural
resources. On the one hand, Muir’s preservationist and wilderness-based ethic has been a key
influence on ‘traditional’ conservation thinking in how it frames humanity as a singular and
unwelcome source of disturbance (Crist 2018). On the other hand, some supporters of this more
conventional model of conservation also recognise that the ultimate driver of biodiversity loss is not
‘humanity’, but “the fiction that perpetual growth can occur on a finite planet” (Ceballos et al. 2017).

Given this deep-rooted concern with development, consumption and economic growth, it is
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perhaps unsurprising that new conservation’s willingness to engage with corporations, market-based
tools and the logic of natural capital is deeply troubling for many advocates of ‘traditional’

conservation (Doak et al. 2015).

Yet, traditional consetvation supporters are not alone in expressing concerns about new
conservation. Critical social scientists also disagree with ‘conservation through capitalism’
(Sandbrook et al. 2019) due to the myriad problems associated with new conservation’s embrace of
what they describe as the neoliberalisation of conservation (Igoe and Brockington 2007). In addition
to drawing attention to the social impacts of neoliberal conservation (Benjaminsen and Bryceson
2012; Holmes and Cavanagh 20106), critical scholars argue that such an approach not only fails to
tackle the root causes of biodiversity loss, but it also reproduces and strengthens the dominant
capitalist logics driving the current global ecological crisis (Fairhead et al. 2012; Sullivan 2013;
Moranta et al. 2022). Based on this understanding, many critical social scientists question calls for a
reconciliation between the capitalist worldviews of new conservation and the anti-capitalist
wortldviews of traditional conservation through so-called inclusive conservation (Tallis and
Lubchenco 2014). Instead, the critical social science position typically advocates for alternative
approaches to conservation based around social justice, pluralistic perspectives, diverse knowledges,
and transformative change (Alcorn 1993; Matulis and Moyer 2017; Bennett and Roth 2019; Wyborn
et al. 2020; Kashwan et al. 2021). In other words, it argues that “it is possible to base arguments for

conservation on grounds other than capitalist or scientific rationality” (Adams 2013: 233).

While perspectives from conservation biology and the new conservation science remain the principal
influences on global conservation policy and practice, this growing interest in transformative
alternatives to dominant approaches to conservation serves as an important point of departure for
this thesis. Having briefly outlined the limitations of these dominant approaches, I will next
introduce political ecology as the main theoretical influence that has framed my analysis of how

rewilding conflicts might be positively transformed towards coexistence and, ultimately, conviviality.

3.2 Political Ecology

In the midst of conservation biology’s rise during the 1980s, political ecology also gained ascendancy
as a wide-ranging approach to examining how nature-society relations are influenced by uneven
power dynamics and the interaction between political-economic and ecological processes (Peet et al.
2010). The term ‘political ecology’ first appeared at start of the previous decade (Wolf 1972) amid

escalating concerns over the deteriorating state of the environment, concerns which set in motion
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major international efforts to address environmental decline (Gémez-Baggethun and Naredo 2015).
Political ecology’s emetrgence at this time is often portrayed as a reaction against a particular stream
of environmentalism encapsulated by the apolitical ecology and neo-Malthusian thinking espoused
by prominent biologists such as Paul Ehtlich and Garret Hardin (Peet and Watts 2002; Perrault et al.
2015). Yet, such thinking had little purchase at early global environmental meetings in Stockholm
and Cocoyoc where social justice was a central concern and environmental problems, which were
linked to rapid economic growth, were understood to be fundamentally political problems (Hohler
2015). According to Neumann (2014: 5), this view aligned with early political ecologists whose
“main premise was that ecological problems were at their core social and political problems, not
technical or managerial, and therefore demanded a theoretical foundation to analyse the complex

social, economic and political relations in which environmental change is embedded”.

Guided by this core premise and, what Srinivasan and Kasturirangan (2016) contend is, a mainly
anthropocentric approach to environment and development issues, political ecology analysis draws
from a diverse combination of theoretical and disciplinary perspectives. For Benjaminsen and
Svarstad (2021), key influences on the field are Marxist political economy, human and cultural
ecology, postructuralism, peasant studies, and critical theory. Over the last three decades, political
ecology research has also engaged with an expanding number of theoretical approaches, including
decolonial theory (Mignolo and Escobar 2013), feminist perspectives (Rocheleau et al. 2013),
environmental justice (Svarstad and Benjaminsen 2020), degrowth (Paulson 2017), and multispecies
studies (Kirksey and Helmreich 2010). Political ecology’s concern with the historical context of
contemporary problems (Hornborg et al. 2007; Davis 2015) has been a key point of departure in this
thesis for understanding how rewilding conflicts in Ireland are rooted in a complex history linked to

colonialism and political-economic transformation (Sands 2022).

As an interdisciplinary field, political ecology is also informed by natural science studies in two
notable ways. First, knowledge accrued through natural science methodologies can provide an
overview of ecological conditions for political ecologists that seek to explain how human actions
have shaped environmental change over time (e.g. Blaikie 1985). Second, based on the constructivist
position that scientific knowledge is not neutral, but “made in historically specific, socially situated
practices” (Castree and Braun 1998: 27), political ecologists critically assess the production and
implications of environmental knowledge, particularly formal scientific knowledge (Forsyth 2004).

Drawing attention to the role of knowledge in environmental struggles, political ecologists have
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shown how dominant discourses, or knowledge regimes, can exclude or side-line the knowledge of
local people in environmental decision-making, in the process undermining their claim to resources
(Fairhead and Leach 1996; Stott and Sullivan 2000; Agder et al. 2001). In addition to critiquing the
‘abyssal thinking’ (de Sousa Santos 2007) of Western scientific knowledge, political ecologists are
also committed to identifying alternative epistemologies for re-imagining nature-society relations

(Escobar 1998; Tlostanova and Mignolo 2009; Collard et al. 2015; Gibson et al. 2015).

This twin concern with both understanding the world and working to radically change it, what
Robbins (2012) calls the ‘hatchet and seed” approach of political ecology, is a defining characteristic
of the field (Perrault et al. 2015). Over the years, political ecologists have applied this approach to a
diverse range of socio-environmental situations, with the critical edge of political ecology’s ‘hatchet’
regularly wielded in the direction of conservation (Neumann 1992; Adams and Hutton 2007). For
instance, political ecologists have examined the social implications of protected areas (Lele et al.
2010; Brockington et al. 2012), the interplay between illegal wildlife trade and militarised
conservation strategies (Duffy 2022), conservation’s relationship with capitalism (Sullivan 2013), the
growing influence of technology on conservation (Redford and Adams 2021), and how ideas about
nature, such as notions of ‘wilderness’, are shaped by and through conservation (Fletcher 2010;
Bluwstein and Lund 2018). Yet, although conservation occupies a central position in political
ecology studies, rewilding, with a few exceptions (e.g. Wynne-Jones et al. 2020), has received
relatively little attention from political ecologists despite its growing influence on conservation policy
and practice. In this thesis, therefore, I have drawn on insights from political ecology’s long-standing
engagement with conservation, and its normative concern with who wins and who loses from

conservation, to consider the social and political dimensions of rewilding.

In doing so, however, I’'m aware that political ecology and social science studies conducting critical
research ‘on conservation’, rather than necessarily ‘for conservation’ (Sandbrook et al. 2013), are
often perceived as being against conservation (Brosius 2006; Chua et al. 2020). For instance, always
quick to defend his particular vision of conservation, Michael Soulé argued that the post-structuralist
turn towards understanding nature as socially constructed, a perspective embraced by many
Foucault-influenced political ecologists, represented a ‘covert’ and ‘ideological assault’ on living
nature (Soulé 1995). Indeed, post-structuralist forms of political ecology have often encountered
such critiques based on the argument that it amounts to ‘politics without ecology’ (Vayda and

Walters 1999) due to its perceived inattention to how environmental change is shaped by ecological

23



factors, such as geophysical, evolutionary, and biological processes. Further sources of frustration
regarding how some social scientists engage with conservation are highlighted by Redford (2011),
including a tendency to reduce conservation to a one-dimensional elite project that has universally
negative implications for local people. These frustrations appear to be aggravated by the impression
that political ecologists are quick to critique, but slow to put forward alternatives and policy-relevant

solutions (Paulson et al. 2003).

While I share some of these reservations and agree with Walker’s (2005: 392) point that “Critique by
itself is not engagement”, I also recognise that political ecology has considerable potential for
revealing alternatives and challenging conservation’s ‘anti-political tendencies’ (Biischer 2010). As
Massarella et al. (2021) assert, political ecology and critical social science perspectives can help to
politicise and pluralise conservation debates that have become depoliticised through the ‘anti-
politics’ of technocratic decision-making models (Ferguson 1994; Swyngedouw 2011). Further, by
problematising how the global capitalist political economy drives conservation problems, and frames
solutions to these problems, political ecology can help to illuminate post-capitalist alternatives, or
‘seeds’, based on non-dominant worldviews and knowledge systems (e.g. Gadigal et al. 1993; Berkes
2017). Finally, relevant to rewilding, and the specific aims of this thesis, political ecologists are also
taking an interest in nurturing socially just and sustainable approaches to restoration by, for example,
highlighting the need to address unequal power relations between different actors operating at a
variety of scales, the underlying issues of (in)equality and (in)justice driving ecosystem degradation,
and the constraints restoration and rewilding place on existing land uses and users (Fry 2020; Elias et

al. 2021; Osborne et al. 2021).

In this thesis, I take inspiration from these critical-constructive perspectives on conservation.
Drawing on theoretical insights from political ecology, I seck to understand the socio-political
processes, both historical and contemporary, that influence conflicts over rewilding, while
simultaneously exploring alternative pathways for fostering coexistence between people and the rest
of nature. Following political ecology’s attentiveness to multiple scales and diverse cases, or ‘objects’
(Robbins et al. 2014), I examine rewilding through case studies into the history of wolves in Ireland,
the red kite reintroduction project in Northern Ireland, and the interfaces between rewilding,
conviviality and traditional approaches to conservation in Ireland. The unifying thread linking these
cases together, beyond their common concern with the political ecology of rewilding in Ireland, is

their analytical focus on the concepts of conflict, coexistence and conviviality.
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3.3 Conflict, Coexistence and Conviviality: Rethinking Rewilding’s Three Cs

Rewilding’s original emphasis on reintroducing keystone species and securing large, connected core
areas is commonly referred to as the three Cs - core areas, corridors and carnivores. Although the
concept of rewilding has evolved considerably over the years (Gammon 2018; Perino et al. 2019),
the three Cs, with their basic aim of creating more space for nature, still arguably constitute the main
theoretical building blocks upon which arguments for landscape-scale rewilding projects and
proposals are built (Brown et al. 2011; Svenning et al. 20106). For example, one of Rewilding
Europe’s key policies is to restore lost wildlife that are understood to play a ‘critically important
ecological role’. Meanwhile, Rewilding Britain’s (2023) website describes the organisations aim to
reintroduce wildlife, ‘where appropriate’, along with setting aside at least 5% of Britain in ‘cote
rewilding areas’, where there “should be minimal or no human impact or extraction of resources”.
In addition to the growing number of organisations working to translate the 3Cs into practice at
national and continental scales, Carroll and Noss (2020) contend this interpretation of rewilding is
also a ‘key element’ in controversial plans to expand the global protected area network (Dinerstein et

al. 2017; Biischer et al. 2017; Agrawal et al. 2021).

Yet, as solid as the ecological foundations for rewilding might appear from a certain conservation
perspective, they provoke familiar concerns when viewed through the lens of political ecology. Just
like conventional approaches to conservation, rewilding involves certain people making decisions
about how nature is used or managed, and for whom. Arguments for rewilding based on the 3Cs,
and related rewilding rhetoric such as ‘non-human autonomy’, ‘natural processes’ and ‘self-sustaining
ecosystems’, tend to mask this reality by placing nature at the front of the rewilding picture and
rewilding proponents in the background as neutral facilitators. However, as Harvey (1996: 182)
reminds us, “ecological arguments are never socially neutral any more than socio-political arguments
are ecologically neutral”. Acknowledging that rewilding is an ecological argument driven by politics
and people with particular ideas about how nature should be managed raises important questions
about who sets the rewilding agenda, who benefits from it, and who carries the costs. Engaging with
these questions, which are the bread and butter of political ecologists, requires rethinking the
seemingly innocuous picture portrayed by the 3Cs and engaging with one of the most significant
challenges facing conservation and rewilding, namely conflict (Messmer 2000; Vedeld et al. 2012;

Redpath et al. 2013; Lecuyer et al. 2022).
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3.3.1 Conflict

A central theme in political ecology studies of conservation, conflict is one of the three key concepts
used in this thesis to analyse the historical, social, and political dimensions of rewilding. Conflict, as
described by Libiszewski (1991), encompasses a broad spectrum of empirical phenomena ranging
from disputes and disagreements between individuals to intra- and interstate wars. Working across
the full range of this highly diverse spectrum, (Le Billon 2001; Stonich 2021; Purwins 2022), political
ecology scholars explore how politics and power relations mediate struggles over the environment,
or what Martinez-Alier (2003: 71) notably calls “ecological distribution conflicts”. Indeed, through
its focus on the complex interplay between conflict and the politicisation of nature, including
particular landscapes and wildlife (Holmes 2007; Matiki et al. 2015), political ecology is argued to
“offer a distinctive approach to understanding conflicts over resources and environmental change,
because it is historically grounded, field-based, and generally engages with both the structural and

social dimensions of uneven power relations” (LeBillon and Duffy 2018: 242).

Importantly, political ecology also assumes that conflict is intrinsic to conservation because
conservation involves making political choices about land and natural resources - choices that
generate conflict because they benefit some while often leaving those who bear the costs
disempowered and disenfranchised (Adams 2015). For example, as numerous case studies in
political ecology have demonstrated, the establishment and expansion of protected areas, with their
associated rules and regulations that define how nature is used, managed, and accessed, is a recurring
source of conflict (Hall et al. 2011; Peluso and Lund 2011; Ybarra 2018; Louder and Bosak 2019;
Marijnen et al. 2021). Focused primarily on the Global South, this literature has illustrated the
negative implications of area-based conservation measures whose roots can be traced to colonial
models of conservation developed in, and later exported from, the United States during the 19"
century (Agrawal and Redford 2009; Dowie 2011; Collins et al. 2021). Further, it has highlighted the
vatious forms of resistance and opposition that have mobilised in response to exclusionary
conservation practices that have displaced local groups, enclosed commons, erased property claims,
and prohibited everyday subsistence activities perceived to conflict with conservation’s idea of
‘wilderness’ areas undisturbed by human influence (Scott 1985; Scoones 2009; Dutta 2020;
Benjaminsen and Cavanagh 2022). As such, political ecology has shed light on how conflicts arise
not only over the material control of natural resources, but also over contested ideas and ways of

understanding nature (Peets and Watt 2004; Bluwstein and Lund 2018).
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In addition to documenting conflicts linked to the top-down “fortress conservation’ model, political
ecologists have also drawn attention to contestations surrounding community-based approaches to
conservation (Schnegg and Kiaka 2018; Lubilo and Hebinck 2019). Underpinned by the ‘win-win’
logic of the mainstream sustainable development discourse and collaborative and patticipatory
models of conservation (Murphree 2000; Biischer and Whande 2007), community conservation
projects aim to contribute to poverty reduction and development agendas by integrating the needs
of local communities with the goals of biodiversity conservation (Adams et al. 2004). On the one
hand, conservation practitioners have highlighted successful examples of such projects whereby the
establishment of inclusive government and non-government institutions has enabled rural
communities to support their livelihoods through the sustainable management and use of natural
resources (Horwich and Lyon 2007). According to Horwich and Lyon (2007), these small-scale
projects, which ate characterised by a collaborative, multi-actor approach, are largely ignored in the
international conservation and academic literature. This insight points towards an important
knowledge gap, one that I engage with in the third paper in this thesis and discuss later in this

section in relation to the concepts of coexistence and conviviality.

On the other hand, however, larger and more high-profile community-based conservation initiatives
have encountered significant criticism. For example, some conservationists, who tend to view local
communities as the problem, rather than the solution, to biodiversity loss, have argued such
approaches weaken conservation’s primary mission of protecting biodiversity (Kramer et al. 1997;
Terborgh 1999; Woodley et al. 2019). Furthermore, political ecology research has identified
numerous ways in which community conservation has acted as a driver of conflict. These include
disputes over the unequal distribution of benefits within local communities (Igoe and Croucher
2007), top-down and tokenistic approaches to community participation (Moyo et al. 20106), the
dispossession of land and resources from local communities in the name of conservation
(Benjaminsen and Bryceson 2012), and, as argued by Brockington (2004), the imposition of
conservation practices on politically weak rural groups by more powerful actors, such as local and
central government, and international conservation organisations. Aside from illustrating political
ecology’s interest in various types of conflicts linked to conservation, these examples also showcase
political ecology’s concern with power asymmetries and understanding how less powerful actors

experience conflict and develop strategies of resistance against motre powerful actors and interests.

27



Regarding the key actors and power dynamics in play in rewilding conflicts, Svarstad et al. (2018)
provide a useful discussion of three theoretical approaches to power that I have drawn on, to
varying degrees, in this thesis. First, the application of an actor-oriented power perspective, which
generally views power as being relational and intentionally exercised by different actors in pursuit of
particular interests, has been valuable for considering how power is both exercised and contested in
relation to rewilding conflicts. Following Svarstad et al. (2018), I explore how power is exercised by
two types of actors — those pursuing rewilding (and dewilding) initiatives and those who resist these
interventions. Related to this approach, I am attentive to the agency of non-humans in rewilding,
primarily wolves and red kites, and how they influence conflicts over rewilding by intentionally
exercising agency to assert their interests, e.g. to hunt and defend their offspring - a point I elaborate
on further below. Second, drawing on a structural power perspective grounded in Marxist political
economy, I also seek to understand how exercise of power by human and non-human actors is
conditioned by historically produced social structures (Harvey 1996; Wood 2002). Finally, I also
broadly engage with poststructuralist power perspectives, more specifically discursive power, in
relation to how power is exercised through the construction of competing rewilding discourses that,
as I have argued in the previous section, both reproduce and unsettle hegemonic conservation

discourses.

With its general focus on understanding how vatious types of power influence conflict, political
ecology perspectives are significantly different to dominant approaches to conflict in the
conservation literature, or more specifically in a substantial literature on human-wildlife conflict
(Margulies and Karanth 2018). Recently included as a target for ‘urgent action’ in the Kunming-
Montreal post-2020 global biodiversity framework, human-wildlife conflict refers to situations where
humans and wildlife have negative impacts on each other (Woodroffe et al. 2005). For instance,
humans can negatively impact wildlife by causing habitat loss and by injuring, killing, or ‘persecuting’
animals who threaten, or are perceived to threaten, people’s livelihoods, property, or safety (Nyhus
2016). At the same time, wildlife can inflict serious costs on people through the predation of
livestock and game, crop and property damage, trauma and fear, and attacks leading to human injury
or death (Barua et al. 2013; Thondhlana et al. 2020; Gulati et al. 2021; Bombieri et al. 2023). Given
their adverse consequences for both people and wildlife, these negative impacts are understandably a

concern for both conservation and development agendas (Loveridge et al. 2017).
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To date, efforts to understand and manage these impacts have been mainly guided by the natural
sciences, with the focus on identifying various technical, legal, educational, and economic measures
to mitigate negative interactions between people and so-called ‘problem’ wildlife (Conover 2001;
Redpath et al. 2015). These measures, which include compensation for wildlife damage,
translocations, fencing, and lethal control (Packer et al. 2013; Bautista et al. 2019), are also frequently
promoted as solutions in the context of rewilding initiatives involving the return of wildlife with the
potential to impact human interests (Treves et al. 2009; Bull et al. 2019). However, while such
measures are considered important conservation tools, their limitations have been frequently
highlighted and conflict has often persisted, or even been exacerbated, in situations where they have
been implemented (Bulte and Rondeau 2005; Ogra and Badola 2008; Boitani et al. 2010; Fonturbel
and Simonetti 2011; Evans and Adams 2016; Crowley et al. 2017). Further, it is argued that
mitigation strategies based on simplistic and standardised solutions, such as compensation schemes
and fences, are insufficient for tackling conflicts that are increasingly understood to be primarily
driven by contestations between different groups of people, rather than by conflicts between people

and wildlife (Madden and McQuinn 2014; Skogen et al. 2017; Frank and Glikman 2019).

Closer to political ecology’s interpretation of conflict, this alternative way of viewing conflict, i.e. as
complex and context-specific social problems that undermine conservation, has attracted
considerable interest in a growing literature examining ‘conservation conflicts’ (Redpath et al. 2013;
Mason et al. 2018; Baynham-Herd et al. 2018). Within this literature, much scholatly attention has
been focused on critiquing the dominant human-wildlife conflict framing for its disproportionate
emphasis on negative human-wildlife interactions and for conferring power and agency to wildlife in
a manner that conceals the key social, political, cultural, and historical drivers of conflict (Peterson et
al. 2010; Massé 2016). To make these human dimensions of conflict more visible, Young et al.
(2010) have unpacked the human-wildlife conflict framework into two distinct components: (i)
human-wildlife /zpacts, as described above, and (i) human-human conflicts, which occur
fundamentally between people over conservation objectives and the management of wildlife and
natural resources. This distinction between impacts and conflicts is also acknowledged by the
International Union for the Conservation of Nature’s Specialist Group on ‘Human-Wildlife Conflict
and Coexistence’, who affirm that “Human-wildlife conflicts are in essence conflicts between
stakeholders, and perhaps more accurately presented as ‘human-human conflicts” TUCN 2022).

Therefore, while I recognise that negative human-wildlife interactions are one component of
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conflict, this thesis adopts a similar understanding of rewilding conflicts as being mainly driven by
adversarial human-human relations. As Dickman (2010: 465) observes, however, conceptualising
conflict in this way requires taking the human dimensions of conflict seriously which means
“conservation biologists must move beyond examining species-based conflicts towards considering

the wider socio-economic, ecological and cultural conditions under which intense conflicts arise”.

For conservationists trained primarily in the biological sciences, myself included, the prospect of
engaging with theories of power and tackling so-called ‘wicked’ conservation problems is daunting
(Game et al. 2014). However, if conservation’s call for transformative change is to be taken
seriously, then conservationists need to be willing to adapt and change how they approach the many
complex challenges facing conservation, including conflict. Indeed, in the context of conservation
conflicts, Hodgson et al. (2020: 3) have recently asserted that “a profound change is tequited in how
conflicts are understood, addressed, and managed”. To facilitate such a change, conservationists can
look towards and learn from disciplines such as political ecology, but also to a wide range of tools in
an increasingly interdisciplinary conservation literature that provide valuable perspectives on power
dynamics and frameworks for understanding conflict (e.g. Niemeli et al. 2005; Davies et al. 2013;
Harrison and Loring 2020; Shackleton et al. 2023). Among these tools, Harrison and Loring’s (2020)
‘transdisciplinary framework for diagnosing complex conservation conflicts’ has been instrumental

in relation to how I have theorised and analysed conflict in this thesis.

Building on a number of other key conflict frameworks (Young et al. 2010; Redpath et al. 2013;
Madden and McQuinn 2014; Ostrom 2009), Harrison and Loring (2020) stress the importance of
understanding the underlying and deep-rooted causes of conflict. To understand how and why
conflicts emerge and evolve over time, Harrison and Loring (2020) propose that the first step in
examining conflict should involve tracing the deeper historical context of conflict. Skipping this
step, they argue, can result in a partial understanding of conflict because “former yet influential
actors and important historic changes to the resource in which the current conflict is based may be
missed” (Harrison and Loring 2020: 2). This insight has been crucial for guiding the first paper in
this thesis, which draws attention to the emergence of conflict associated with historic changes in
human-wolf, and nature-society, relations that followed the colonial conquest of Ireland (Sands
2022). In addition to viewing conflicts as being embedded in history, the framework’s emphasis on
looking beneath the surface of conflict into relationships, institutions, power struggles, and issues of

trust and inequity has also been highly influential in relation to the approach taken in this thesis.
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Finally, Harrison and Loring’s (2020) notion of ‘conflict as story” has been a particular source of
inspiration in terms of how I have viewed rewilding conflicts in this thesis. Reflecting a burgeoning
interest in storytelling in conservation science (Fernandez-Llamazares and Cabeza 2018), Harrison
and Loring (2020) propose that a shift from understanding ‘conflicts as problems’ to ‘conflicts as
stories’ can facilitate a better understanding of the basic components of a conflict (e.g. how did the
story begin and who are the key characters?). Further, they suggest that interpreting ‘conflicts as
stories” allows for a more nuanced appreciation of how the story of a conflict can be told from
multiple petspectives. This approach can help to challenge simple but persuasive hero/villain/victim
conservation narratives (e.g. Marijnen and Verweijen 2016) by clarifying and validating the concerns
and interests of the main actors involved in conflict, which may in turn help to open up a space to
search for common ground and possible solutions. Thus, while I acknowledge that conflicts are
problems that have negative outcomes, I also draw on the more positive framing of ‘conflicts as
stories’ as a departure point for exploring the potential for rewilding conflicts to facilitate positive
change. A normative aspiration that fits with political ecology’s emphasis on the “transformative and
emancipatory effects” of conflicts (LeBillon and Duffy 2018: 244), such an approach brings into

focus the second key concept used in this thesis - coexistence.

3.3.2 Coexistence

Over the last three decades, coexistence has emerged as an increasingly popular concept in
conservation research examining human-wildlife interactions (Nepal and Weber 1995; Hoate and du
Toit 1999; Madden 2004; Frank et al. 2019). While the term has a longer history of use in the wider
conservation literature (e.g. Budowski 1976; McNeely 1987), the recent focus on coexistence can be
linked to a concerted effort by conservation researchers to move ‘beyond conflict’ and towards
alternative conceptualisations of human-wildlife interactions (Bhatia et al. 2020; Pooley et al. 2021).
For instance, in contrast to the previously discussed human-wildlife conflict framing, with its heavy
emphasis on negative interactions between humans and wildlife (K6nig et al. 2020), it is argued that
coexistence offers the potential to recognise the complex, context-specific, and positive ways
different groups of humans and wildlife interact with each other (Nyhus 2016). As such, interest in
coexistence may be understood as patt of a broader commitment toward promoting more diverse,
inclusive, and optimistic approaches to conservation (e.g. McAfee et al. 2019; Wyborn et al. 2020;

Martin et al. 2022). Yet, similar to rewilding, coexistence has been subject to a wide spectrum of
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interpretations and its meanings are frequently debated in the conservation literature (Lute et al.

2018; Glikman et al. 2021).

Incorporating interdisciplinary perspectives from across the social and natural sciences,
contemporary debates about coexistence, and associated concepts such as tolerance, acceptance, and
cohabitation have yielded a range of different definitions. For example, in the context of large
carnivore conservation in Europe, Chapron and Lopez-Bao (2016: 578) define coexistence “as the
lasting persistence of self-sustaining large carnivore populations in human-dominated landscapes”.
Drawing primarily on community ecology, but also acknowledging the relevance of sociology,
anthropology, and political science, they suggest that facilitating coexistence involves reducing
competition between humans and large carnivores over space and resources by differentiating the
ecological niches they occupy. Also focused on the challenge of how to conserve large carnivores in
multi-use landscapes, Carter and Linnell (2016)’s pivotal conceptualisation of coexistence draws
attention to the importance of effective, equitable, and socially legitimate institutions for governing
both human-wildlife and human-human interactions. At the same time, however, they use examples
of large carnivores adapting to human-shaped environments to support their central argument that
the key to fostering long-term coexistence rests with accepting that humans and wildlife have the
ability to co-adapt to each other. In short, from this point of view, coexistence is understood to be

co-produced through co-adaptation by both humans and wildlife.

As intended by Carter and Linnell (2016), their conceptualisation has provided an important
foundation for the growing number of theoretical and empirical engagements with coexistence.
Their influential definition of coexistence, for instance, has been widely cited in numerous studies of
coexistence across diverse social, historical, cultural, and ecological contexts (e.g. Arbieu et al. 2019;
Mekonen 2020; Sage et al. 2022). Further, their definition has also been broadened based on the
recognition that coexistence is not a challenge that is exclusive to human relations with large
carnivores, but rather is one that applies to a wide range of human-wildlife interactions. Thus,
building on Carter and Linnell (2016), Pooley et al. (2020: 2) describe coexistence as “a sustainable
though dynamic state, where humans and wildlife co-adapt to sharing landscapes and human
interactions with wildlife are effectively governed to ensure wildlife populations persist in socially

legitimate ways that ensure tolerable risk levels”.

At first glance, this appears to be a dense and perhaps elusive definition. Yet, when its individual

components are extracted and examined in more detail, as Pettersson et al. (2021) have done for
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example, it offers a useful starting point for thinking critically about coexistence. The papers
comprising this thesis engage with the three components of coexistence in this definition that I
consider to be the most interesting and relevant in the context of rewilding: sharing landscapes,
tolerable risk levels, and effective and socially legitimate institutions. In the remainder of this section,
I discuss these three different components of coexistence and how they intersect with the previously

discussed tensions surrounding rewilding.

The first and most basic component of coexistence focuses on humans and wildlife sharing
landscapes. In contrast to dominant conservation policies premised on the spatial separation of
humans and wildlife, such as protected areas and rewilding’s core areas, coexistence’s emphasis on
land sharing challenges the assumption that human-dominated environments are unsuitable for
wildlife (Chapron et al. 2014; Lépez-Bao et al. 2017). Further, by promoting the idea that wildlife
populations can persist in multi-use landscapes outside protected areas (Dorresteijn et al. 2014;
Linnell et al. 2020; Pettersson et al. 2022), coexistence appears to unsettle arguments for land-
sparing strategies associated with rewilding that treat ‘wild” ecosystems and human land uses, like

farming, as being incompatible (e.g. Navarro and Pereira 2015; Monbiot 2022).

Yet, as Crespin and Simonetti (2019) note, fostering coexistence in landscapes used for farming and
other human activities is notoriously difficult due to the prevalence of conflicts in such contexts - a
complex challenge I engage with in the second article in this thesis. To tackle these conflicts, Linnell
et al. (2020) assert that a wide range of active management policies are needed, rather than the
“practically meaningless” passive management strategies called for by some rewilding supporters.
Conflicts linked to land sharing approaches to conservation and rewilding have also been discussed
by Adams (2020) and they cleatly represent a significant batrier to coexistence, which is recognised
in the coexistence literature. Indeed, a number of authors have argued conflict and coexistence
should not be viewed dichotomously as sitting at opposite ends of a spectrum, but rather that
conflict is an integral and potentially valuable characteristic of coexistence that can facilitate the
development of novel human-wildlife relationships in shared landscapes (Yurco et al. 2017; Hill
2021; Bhatia 2021). Likewise, in this thesis, I do not consider coexistence to mean the absence of
conflict. Instead, I recognise that nurturing coexistence entails negotiating conflict and
acknowledging the risks associated with forging new relationships with wildlife, or as Auster et al.

(2022) put it, to “renewing” coexistence.
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While rewilding is often framed as a “win-win’ approach to conservation, the second component of
coexistence stresses that living alongside potentially dangerous or destructive wildlife requires
dealing with and managing risk to a “tolerable” level (Carter and Linnell 2016). As described eatlier,
wildlife present a possible risk because they can adversely impact human interests (Salerno et al.
2020). These risks, it is argued (Treves and Bruskotter 2014), have the potential to undermine
people’s tolerance of wildlife, with tolerance defined by Brenner and Metcalf (2020: 262) as
“accepting wildlife and/or wildlife behaviours that one dislikes”. When risks associated with wildlife
manifest as negative impacts, such as depredation of livestock or crop damage, and these impacts are
not accepted or tolerated by people then conflicts can arise that have negative consequence for

people and wildlife (Woodroffe et al. 2005).

From this perspective, negative relationships between humans and wildlife appears to be a
significant barrier to tolerance, and hence coexistence. However, a number of studies have found
that tolerance levels are instead heavily influenced by human-human factors (Zajac et al. 2012;
Kansky et al. 2021). For example, questioning the commonly held notion that negative human-
wildlife encounters directly affect tolerance levels, Inskip et al. (2016) found that tolerance depends
on people’s beliefs about tigers and their perceptions of how wildlife risks are managed by the
relevant authorities. Further, Lute and Gore (2019) also suggest that perceptions of risk are an
important consideration in relation to the level of trust between local people and decision-makers
responsible for mitigating and addressing risks associated with wildlife. According to Frank and
Glikman (2019), if local actors perceive that these risks are not managed appropriately and that their
needs and interests are subordinated to those of wildlife then support for wildlife conservation, and
coexistence, will suffer. Redpath et al. (2017: 2159) echo this point, arguing that people’s willingness
to coexist with, or tolerate, dangerous wildlife is likely to be compromised if they perceive wildlife
“are imposed on them and they have to bear the risks of living with such species only to benefit
distant elites”. Similar to the earlier conclusions made about conflict, these insights suggest that
fostering human-wildlife coexistence requires facilitating some form of human-human coexistence,

or “people-people reconciliation” (von Essen and Allen 2019).

This understanding draws attention to the third component of coexistence — establishing effective
and socially legitimate institutions capable of addressing conflicts between people over wildlife.
Institutions, as defined by Vatn (2007), are the conventions, norms, and formally sanctioned rules

that structure much of our daily lives and choices. While Young (2002) points out there is

34



considerable variation in the significance of institutions from one situation to another, it is widely
recognised that conservation institutions, from state-governed protected areas to locally-defined
stewardship practices, play a critical role in guiding and governing nature-society relations, and in

regulating conflict (Holmes 2014; Duffy 2017; Bennett et al. 2018; Rai et al. 2019).

In the context of rewilding, Jepson (2016) argues the diverse institutions that determine
conservation policy and practice in Europe have normalised an “impoverished nature” and represent
a significant barrier to rewilding. Framing rewilding as an “asset for institutional adaptation”, Jepson
calls for the creation of experimental rewilding sites in or close to urban areas that can “more
actively confront these barriers and open new institutional spaces” (2016: 121). For Jepson (2016),
these experimental sites should be designed, managed, monitored, and explained by multi-actor
interest groups. However, there is uncertainty about how much influence people would have over
the governance of such sites given rewilding’s emphasis on ‘autonomous nature’ (Marris 2021).
Indeed, as Ward (2019: 51) acknowledges “allowing for the independence and self-governance of
non-human nature...means Rewilders will also have to grapple with ways of /Jving with the ‘unscenic

and terrible beauty of rewilding’ and potential human-wildlife conflicts”.

Yet, it is important to emphasise that it is not only ‘Rewilders” who will have to contend with these
conflicts, but a wide range of different interest groups. For institutions to be effective in steering
human-wildlife and human-human relations away from conflicts over rewilding and towards socially
legitimate forms of coexistence, Pettersson et al. (2021) propose they must operate in a manner that
is perceived to be adaptable, just, trustworthy, and accountable. On the one hand, some argue that
institutional frameworks based on top-down approaches and coercive polices are essential for
supporting the recovery of wildlife populations (Treves et al. 2017). Yet, within the literature, there
appears to be a growing recognition that the types of institutions that are the best ‘fit’ for promoting
legitimate forms of coexistence are those primarily centred on flexible, collaborative, and
community-centred models (Redpath et al. 2017; Armitage et al. 2020). As mentioned earlier,
participatory-based approaches do not guarantee legitimacy because, as Lecuyer et al. (2021: 6)
explain, “participation is laden with difficulties of poor process design, lack of resources, different
understandings and expectations of processes and outcomes” (see also Nepal and Weber 1995;
Bixler et al. 2015; Salvatori et al. 2020). However, at the same time, many scholars argue that those
who are most affected by conservation should have the capacity to not only influence the rules of

conservation, but to change them, which suggests institutions that empower local communities are
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an important condition for promoting coexistence (Brown 2003; Rai et al. 2021). These arguments
have been valuable for considering the role of institutions in relation to coexistence and rewilding

conflicts in this thesis.

Bringing together the theoretical perspectives on coexistence and conflict discussed in this section
so far, they illustrate the importance of engaging with the social and political dimensions of
rewilding. Further, they also point towards a need to develop alternative ways of navigating conflict
and promoting coexistence in shared spaces that integrate the needs of people and wildlife. To
conclude this section, I examine the concept of ‘conviviality’, along with the ‘convivial’ conservation
proposal, as an alternative pathway for potentially realising inclusive and equitable approaches to

coexistence through rewilding.

3.3.3 Conviviality

In the overview of political ecology presented earlier in this section, I noted how the field emerged
during the 1970s in the context of debates about the implications of mainstream approaches to
economic development (Gémez-Baggethun and Naredo 2015). Economic policies focused on
perpetual growth were a core issue in these debates, with concerns about the long-term sustainability
of such policies inspiring radical critiques of dominant approaches to economic development. For
example, proponents of social ecology critiqued notions of ‘limiting growth’ under a capitalist
system driven by corporate power and dependent on continuous growth for its survival (Clark
1997). Instead, they support the fostering of, what Murray Bookchin (1991) referred to as, an ‘ethics
of complementarity’ among humans and between humanity and non-human life by establishing a

decentralised, creative, ethical, and ecological society.

A closely related proposal was formulated by Ivan Illich in the early 1970s focusing on the
transformation of our contemporary capitalist society into a ‘convivial’ one. Illich (1973a: 11)
advanced this vision of societal ‘reconstruction’ in his book “Tools for conviviality’, explaining that
conviviality meant the “opposite of industrial productivity” and referred to the “autonomous and
creative intercourse among persons, and the intercourse of persons with their environment”. Put
differently, Illich viewed conviviality as a way to “provide guidelines for action” towards a good life
based on “convivial living, which could generate a new flowering of surprises far beyond anyone’s
imagination and hope” (Illich 1973b: 51). In the years that followed, Illich’s ideas remained on the
margins of mainstream conservation and development discourses as a very different set of ideas

associated with neoliberalism became deeply entrenched (Harvey 2007). However, growing calls for
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transformative change and new ways of thinking about nature-society relations have sparked
renewed interest in the concept of conviviality (Escobar 2018; Kallis et al. 2018; Biischer and

Fletcher 2019; Scoones 2022).

Building partly on Illich’s idea of conviviality and from wider discussions about transforming
conservation policy and practice, Bischer and Fletcher (2020) recently introduced ‘convivial
conservation’ as a radical alternative to mainstream approaches to conservation. Following
Brockington et al. (2012), Biischer and Fletcher identity two key, interlinked characteristics of
‘mainstream conservation’ they consider to be “foundational issues” because “neither truly addresses
the integrated socio-ecological roots of the biodiversity crisis” (2019: 4). The first concerns
conservation efforts that promote a material and symbolic separation between people and nature, a
nature-culture dichotomy they atgue is highly problematic because it imposes a dualistic worldview
that justifies the exploitation of both human and non-human nature. The second relates to how this
same dichotomy is reproduced and amplified through conservation’s complex relationship with
capitalism, specifically conservation’s “willingness to sleep with the enemy” (Adams 2017), as
reflected in its turn to market-based strategies, such as ecotourism, payments for ecosystem services,
and biodiversity credit trading schemes (Alvarado-Quesada et al. 2014). Departing from a political
ecology perspective grounded in a critique of capitalist political economy, Buischer and Fletchet’s
(2020) convivial conservation proposal rejects both of these positions. In doing so, it advocates for
an approach to conservation built on a politics of equality, structural change, environmental justice,

and, highly relevant to this thesis, fostering human-wildlife coexistence.

Similar to the definition of coexistence discussed eatlier, Biischer and Fletcher (2020) are also
concerned with how coexistence can be enabled in shared landscapes or what they refer to as
‘promoted areas’. In secking to unravel the nature-culture dichotomy by moving beyond protected
area strategies based on separating people and nature, Biischer and Fletcher (2020: 164) conceive of
promoted areas “as fundamentally encouraging places where people are considered welcome
visitors, dwellers or travellers rather than temporary alien invaders upon a nonhuman landscape”.
Following a comparable logic to those who critique the term ‘human-wildlife conflict’ for its
negative framing of human-wildlife relations (e.g. Peterson et al. 2010), Biischer and Fletcher suggest
that replacing the negative sounding ‘protected from’ with the more positive ‘promoted by and for’
represents an important discursive shift towards the “building of long-lasting, engaging and open-

ended relationships with nonhumans and ecologies” (2019: 286). To build these ‘convivial’ relations,
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Toncheva et al. (2022) found that bottom up, localised, and democratic decision-making, as
advocated by convivial conservation, were an important factor in promoting human-bear
coexistence in Bulgaria. As such, it appears that convivial conservation fits well with and can

contribute to the challenge of identifying effective and socially legitimate institutions for coexistence.

Regarding how coexistence is conceptualised in the conservation literature and by convivial
conservation’s proponents, another interesting point of comparison relates to the question of non-
human agency. Within the conservation literature, there is growing interest and debate about the
extent to which animals influence conservation efforts through their behaviours, or agency (Wallach
et al. 2020; Pooley 2021; Edelblutte et al. 2023). Further, some argue that recognising and celebrating
non-human autonomy is a defining feature of rewilding (Prior and Ward 2016). Going a step further,
social science and humanities scholars interested in “post-human’ and ‘more-than-human’
perspectives argue in favour of ‘decentring the human’ and blurring the distinctions between nature
and society (e.g. Haraway 2013). Engaging with these debates, Biischer and Fletcher (2020:131)

agree animals have agency but contend that it is distinct from the “unique form of political agency”
possessed by humans. Thus, while they aim to undo the nature-society dichotomy, they contend that
nature and humans hold unique characteristics that should be highlighted, one of which is humans
“capacity to function as intentional, po/itical actors” (Buscher and Fletcher 2020: 167). An important
implication of this argument, and one that underpins my theoretical approach in this thesis, is that
animals are understood to have agency they can exercise with intent, but they are not viewed as
political actors - humans are. This perspective aligns with contributions from the conservation
literature that highlight how so-called human-wildlife conflicts are fundamentally political problems

between different groups of people (Redpath et al. 2013; Pooley et al. 2017; Hodgson et al. 2020).

Questions of power and politics are also at the centre of the convivial conservation proposal’s
theory of change. Indeed, Biischer and Fletcher (2020) argue that power is one of three key
elements, alongside time and actors, which must be addressed to operationalise convivial
conservation. Favouring a co-constitutive understanding of structural power and the power of
agency, Buscher and Fletcher (2019: 7) advocate for a concurrent approach to transforming
conservation based on micropolitical practices and “more organised efforts to effect large-scale
structural change”. In terms of how this change can be attained over time, their second element,
they call for short-term and longer-term actions geared towards imagining and building “alternative

economic spaces” (Biischer and Fletcher 2019: 8). The third element involves dealing with different
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actors, and the different positions they take across multiple spatial and temporal scales. Critiquing
conservation’s focus on local actors, rather than the extra-local actors largely responsible for driving
biodiversity loss, Buischer and Fletcher (2020) distinguish four different categories of global
conservation actors: (i) upper classes, (i) land-owning capitalist classes, (iii) middle and lower classes,
and (iv) lower rural classes. These categories have been useful for thinking about the relations
between the different actors involved in rewilding conflicts. Moreover, Buscher and Fletchet’s
(2020) emphasis on considering how local actors and local democracy are influenced by the power
of ‘outside’ actors is also a valuable insight. At the same time, I'm also cognisant of the pitfalls of
romanticising and homogenising ‘local communities’ into a single monolithic group in a way that
obscures contradictions and different perspectives, positions, agendas, and interests (Chua et al.

2020).

In constructing my analysis of rewilding in Ireland, I have also reflected on critiques of convivial
conservation. For instance, following on from the above point about the importance of recognising
differences between people and differences between how people experience non-human nature,
Krauss (2021) detects a failure to meaningfully consider gender and the importance of facilitating the
equitable participation of women in conservation. As Armitage et al. (2020) point out, this is a
widespread problem in conservation that has significant consequences because it omits crucial
voices and perspectives from conservation decision-making. In addition to gender, Krauss (2021)
argues that convivial conservation must also engage with Indigenous knowledges and
intergenerational justice if it is to be operationalised as a decolonial option. These are important
factors in relation to this study’s interest in exploring how inclusive and convivial approaches to

rewilding can be fostered.

Further, given colonialism’s longstanding influence in Ireland, Krauss’s (2021) arguments in favour
of decolonising conservation are also highly relevant to this thesis. Contributing to the debate on the
need to decolonise conservation (e.g. Adams and Mulligan 2003; Mabele et al. 2021), Krauss (2021)
argues for a dual understanding of decolonisation as a process that aims to dismantle power
asymmetries and hierarchies of difference that emerged through colonialism by “using decolonial
thinking and writing to identify and address ongoing injustices which are rooted in the past, and
linked to land and resources”. The potential of ‘Ubuntu’ as one such ‘decolonial option” has been
explored in the context of southern Africa using the principles of convivial conservation, with

Mabele et al. (2022) asserting that it could help promote decolonial, equity-focused conservation.
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Drawing on these perspectives, I use the case study of human-wolf relations to explore how colonial
ways of thinking have influenced historical changes in nature-society relations in Ireland, and the
case study of red kites to examine how these relations are affected by the “residues left by
colonization” (Krauss 2021). In the third article in this thesis, I argue that convivial ways of thinking

can help to illuminate ‘decolonial options’ and facilitate a more convivial approach to rewilding.

To conclude this section, I would like to briefly raise what I consider to be a salient point regarding
Biischer and Fletcher’s (2020) interpretation of rewilding. In concluding their discussion of
rewilding, Biischer and Fletcher (2020: 68) assert that “rewilding is a strategy promoted by bozh new
conservationists and some of their neoprotectionist critics as ‘a model for conservation in the

295

Anthropocene”. While I tend to agree with this conclusion, I do not agree that rewilding can be
reduced to two positions, i.e. ‘new conservation’ and ‘neoprotectionism’. As previously discussed, a
diverse array of ideas, discourses, and practices are attached to rewilding, which Bischer and
Fletcher partly acknowledge. Yet, in characterising rewilding as a strategy associated with two
positions they reject, Biischer and Fletcher appear to be rejecting rewilding as a radical alternative to
dominant approaches to conservation. Although this is perhaps not their intention, my research
shows that rewilding has potential beyond these two positions and, in certain contexts, may be
congruent with convivial conservation. Interested in exploring this potential through the critical-
constructive lens of political ecology, this thesis combines perspectives on conflict and coexistence
from the conservation literature with the core elements of convivial conservation in order to better
understand how a more convivial approach to rewilding can be developed and implemented. I begin
the next section by describing the ontological and epistemological perspectives that underpin this

theoretical approach.
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4. Research Approach
4.1 Epistemological orientation and methodological choices

On paper, the broad fields of conservation science and political ecology share a commitment to
interdisciplinary research that integrates natural science and social science perspectives (Benjaminsen
and Svarstad 2021; Miller et al. 2023). Yet, as discussed in the previous section, the task of advancing
interdisciplinarity is far from straightforward (Fox et al. 2006; Barry and Born 2013). For instance,
engaging with Vayda and Walters’ (1999) scathing and well-known critique of political ecology, Little
(2003:20) contends “the pendulum in political ecology has probably swung too much towards the
political and, in turn, has downplayed the importance of ecology”. Meanwhile, Newing et al. (2011)
acknowledge that some progress has been made towards promoting more interdisciplinary
approaches in conservation science, but lament that this progress has been “disappointingly slow”.
One reason for this slow progress, they argue, relates to key differences between the natural and
social sciences in terms of their ontological and epistemological orientations. Hence, promoting a
more interdisciplinary approach to conservation requires an understanding of these differences,
which requires dealing with philosophical questions about the nature of reality (ontology) and how

knowledge about reality is produced or acquired (epistemology) (Evely et al. 2008).

According to Moon and Blackman (2014), ontology and epistemology are of key importance to
conservation science. To illustrate the importance of ontology, they refer to a generalised dichotomy
between realism and relativism, explaining that it is useful for researchers to reflect on their
interpretation of reality, i.e. as existing independent of human experience (realism) or as socially
constructed and “built up from the perceptions and actions of social actors” (relativism) (Bryman
2016: 16). To some conservation researchers the differences between realism and relativism may
seem trivial and inconsequential, yet these differences have material implications and are at the heart
of debates about wildetness, conservation, and, ultimately, rewilding (Callicott and Nelson 2008).
The previously mentioned controversy surrounding the concept of wilderness, for instance, was
underpinned by different ontological perspectives, with some ‘realists’ asserting that “social
relativism can be just as destructive to nature as bulldozers and chain saws” (Soulé and Lease 1995:
xvi). As Proctor (1998) points out, however, such debates are not just about ontology, but also
epistemology because they concern ideas about ‘nature’, the ‘environment’, and ‘wilderness’ and the

attendant cultural and political meanings of these concepts.
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Turning once again to Moon and Blackman’s (2014) helpful ‘Guide to understanding social science
research for natural scientists’, they emphasise how conservation research is profoundly influenced
by epistemological assumptions about what is considered to count as valid, justifiable, or ‘true’,
knowledge about reality. For conservation researchers who are trained in natural sciences and often
more comfortable with quantitative research, Newing et al. (2011: 8) suggest “the only valid form of
scientific knowledge is that which has passed the test of statistical significance; anything less is
unsubstantiated conjecture”. Linked to an objectivist epistemology and positivist philosophy of
science, this approach is questioned by social scientists who lean towards a more constructivist
epistemology that posits “Scientific knowledge should not be regarded as a representation of nature,
but rather as a socially constructed interpretation with an already socially-constructed natural-
technical object of inquiry” (Bird 1987: 255). In calling for the emergence of more inclusive
epistemological perspectives, Trisos et al. (2021: 1205) take this point a step further, arguing that
conservation researchers and “many ecologists still rationalize that organisms and ecosystems can be
understood when stripped of their human-related histories of unequal social, economic and
ontological relations”. Such critiques of the epistemological structures that underpin conservation,
and their relation to a ‘colonial mindset’ rooted in Eurocentric ecological knowledge (Griffiths and
Robin 1997; Mokuku and Mokuku 2004; Collins et al. 2021), tend to be informed, albeit rarely
explicitly (e.g. Escobar 1999), by an ontological and epistemological perspective located between

realism and relativism, and positivism and constructivism, namely critical realism (Bhaskar 2013).

Likewise, this study of the human dimensions of rewilding conflicts and coexistence has been guided
by critical realist thinking about ontology and epistemology. Influenced by ideas emanating from the
Institute for Social Research in Frankfurt, critical realism was developed in the 1970s by the late
Indo-British philosopher, Roy Bhaskar, and other social theorists (see Bhaskar and Hartwig 2010) in
response to positivism’s reductive shortcomings (Buch-Hansen and Nielsen 2020). Reacting against
the so-called epistemic fallacy “that the world is uniform, flat and repetitive, undifferentiated,
unstructured and unchanging” (Bhaskar and Hartwig 2006: 6), Bhaskar’s (2014) early work on
critical realism introduced an ontological perspective that viewed reality as being stratified into three
nested domains: the real, the actual, and the empirical (Gorski 2013). In contrast to positivism’s
general focus on measuring events or objects in the empirical domain, and strong constructivism’s
apathy towards the real domain, critical realism recognises that there is a reality, which is composed

of actual events, experiences, impressions, and undetlying structutes, and that empirical research can
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be conducted about this reality (Patomaki and Wight 2000). Albeit, informed by epistemological
relativism, critical realists accept that reality can never be fully understood because knowledge is
fallible, historically specific, and socially constructed, and thus must be “subjected to the widest

possible critical examination” (Guba and Lincoln 1994: 110).

Given my primary focus in this thesis is on understanding how fostering coexistence through
rewilding is influenced by social and political factors, the realist ontological position of critical
realism is highly relevant because it grounds this work in an understanding of a biophysical reality
and non-human wotld that “is far from being merely our own invention” (Cronon 1996: 8). Critical
realism’s conceptualisation of a stratified reality is valuable for thinking about how coexistence is
determined by events in the actual domain that are real, but not easily observed, such as human
perceptions of institutions and wildlife risk (Fletcher 2017). As Cockburn (2022) points out, ctitical
realism’s stratified ontology also requires interdisciplinary research to facilitate the discovery and
critical analysis of underlying mechanisms in the real domain that cause social and environmental

problems.

Critical realism’s concern with explaining the underlying structures and mechanisms of a
phenomenon through epistemological scepticism is highly relevant to this study’s objective regarding
the underlying drivers of conflicts over rewilding. Discussing the interface between political ecology
and critical realism, Forsyth (2001: 3) argues that the “emergence of orthodox explanations for
environmental problems can be traced to a combination of historic scientific practice based on the
search for positivist and universal laws, and the experience and agendas of the societies that created
the science”. On the one hand, critical realism has provided this thesis with a useful framework for
identifying and analysing how such practices and agendas hinder coexistence, and how causes of
conflicts over rewilding are related to these practices (Puller and Smith 2017). Further, Bhaskar’s
sixth and seventh level of ontology, which refer to “re-enchantment” and a world understood in
terms of categories of non-duality respectively, are also highly relevant to rewilding, conviviality, and
the pursuit of epistemologies that challenge orthodox explanations of environmental problems
(Bhaskar and Callinicos 2003). Noting that Bhaskat’s critical realism is primarily concerned with
scientific forms of knowledge, Collier (1994) highlights the value of non-scientific arguments, related
to storytelling, care, mutual aid and a good life, which have also been taken into consideration when

collecting and analysing the data in this study. Finally, critical realism’s orientation towards
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methodological pluralism and transformative social and environmental change fits well with this

study’s, interest in exploring alternative approaches to conservation (Bhaskar 2010).

4.2 Research Design

A critical realism position is compatible with the application of diverse methods to explore and
analyse phenomena that are observable and measurable in the environment, and phenomena that are
less visible and difficult to observe, such as social, political, historical or economic structures and
processes (Doolittle 2015). To understand how these phenomena interact in complex socio-
ecological systems to foster social and environmental change, an integration of methodologies is
valuable and, some argue (e.g. Norgaard 1989), essential for synthesising the composite of “structure

and agency, of individual and institutional, of the macro and the micro” (Moran-Ellis et al. 2006: 52).

Yet, having introduced the terms methods and methodologies in the previous sentences, it is
necessary to briefly emphasise the difference between the two: methods are the tools of data
collection and analysis used during the doing phase of research, whereas methodology refers to
decisions made by the researcher during the design phase about what they want to do, how they want
to do it, and why it is considered appropriate (Moon et al. 2019). As Moon et al. (2019) explain,
reflecting on and explaining decisions about methodology is important for supporting the design of
quality social science for and on conservation because “method alone is not sufficient to allow us to
make strong claims about what we have done” (Wolcott 1990: 93). Thus, having begun this section
by describing the philosophical position this study is grounded in, I will now elaborate further on the

methodological approach I have applied, before turning to the doing phase of the research.

Methodologically, this thesis is a qualitative study of the human dimensions of rewilding conflicts
and coexistence. A qualitative research approach was chosen because it facilitates the in-depth and
holistic study of processes, structures, meanings, and relationships within specific contexts
(Cresswell and Cresswell 2017). Further, they offer a flexibility that “typically produce a wealth of
detailed information about a much smaller number of people and cases” (Patton 2014: 67).
Appropriate for the exploratory ‘how’ and ‘what’ questions I examine in this thesis, qualitative
inquiry acknowledges that “we can never achieve a complete ‘scientific’ understanding of the human
wotld. The best we can do is to arrive at a truth that makes a difference, that opens up new
possibilities for understanding” (McLeod 2001: 4). In this study, I have strived to open up new
possibilities for understanding how coexistence might be fostered through rewilding by using a case

study approach.
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4.3 Case study approach

According to Gerring (2004: 352), the case study is best defined as “an intensive study of a single
unit with an aim to generalise across a larger set of units”. Unpacking this definition further, and
momentarily setting aside the issue of generalisability, a ‘unit’ can be understood to signify a spatially
bound phenomenon that is observed at either a single point in time or over an extended, but
delimited, period of time (Gerring 2004). However, following George and Bennett (2005), Helmcke
(2022) notes the importance of recognising that a case is not a fixed geographical location with
natural spatial and temporal boundaries, but rather a phenomenon of scientific interest that the
researcher chooses to study with the aim of developing theory. While the Tocal’ and unique
character of a chosen phenomenon or event can make general theory-building difficult, a case study
approach can be useful for developing theory from an understanding of the particular context in

which certain phenomena or events occurred (Yin 2011; Tight 2017).

For this research, I have employed a case study approach to explore cases of rewilding conflicts and
coexistence in Ireland. I consider the case study to be a useful and relevant approach because, as put
by Verschuren (2003: 128), it is a way of doing research that embodies “a holistic rather than a
reductionist approach”. Further, it allows the researcher to shed light on the complex social
relations, power dynamics, and nature-society interactions that have shaped social and
environmental change over time and space (Robbins 2012: Benjaminsen and Svarstaad 2021). Thus,
with the aim of developing novel theoretical insights and knowledge about this topic, I have
investigated three “building block” studies (George and Bennett 2005) of rewilding conflicts and
coexistence: (i) a historical study of human-wolf relations in Ireland, (ii) a study of the red kite
reintroduction project in Northern Ireland, and (iii) a study of rewilding and convivial conservation’s

potential for transforming conservation in Ireland.

For Castree (2005: 541), case study research is valuable because it “shows the world to be
persistently diverse (...) Yet it shows that this diversity arises out of multiscaled relations such that it
does not emerge sui generis”. 1 have chosen to investigate multiple cases in this study, not necessarily
to enable generalisability, but because I am interested in understanding how coexistence has been
influenced by the unfolding of these diverse ‘multiscaled relations’ across spatial and temporal scales.
Further, following Simons (2009), I have chosen to investigate three cases as a means to identify
multiple perspectives, explore contested viewpoints, and to demonstrate the influence of key actors

and interactions between them in my broader case study about rewilding conflicts and coexistence.
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As such, I approach each of the three cases as “an edited chunk of empirical reality where certain
features are marked out, emphasized, and privileged while others recede into the background” (Lund

2014: 224).

Case study:
Rewilding conflicts and
coexistence
Case 1: Case 2: Case 3:
Historical dimensions of Rewilding conflicts and Coexustence & alternative
contlict and coexistence coexistence approaches
(human-wolf relations) (red kite project) (‘convivial rewilding’)
Understand the specific Examine current drivers Explore pathways to
events that have led to of conflict and barriers coexistence through
the current situation to coexistence rewilding

Figure 3. A case study approach to rewilding conflicts and coexistence.

There are five primary reasons why I consider the three overlapping cases I have chosen to be
interesting, innovative, and relevant to this study of rewilding conflicts and coexistence in Ireland: (i)
presence of rewilding conflicts, (ii) relative absence of coexistence, (iii) legacies of colonialism, (iv)

interest in conservation in Europe and the global North, and (v) access to the ‘field’.

First, rewilding projects and proposals are a significant source of conflict in Ireland. Yet, thus far,
these conflicts have been understudied and are rarely acknowledged in the conservation literature.
This is particularly noteworthy considering the amount of scholarly attention devoted to
contestations over tewilding in England (Mikolajczak et al. 2022), Scotland (Martin et al. 2023), and
Wales (Wynne-Jones et al. 2018). One notable exception is O’Rourke’s (2014) exploration of
conflicts surrounding the reintroduction of the white-tailed sea eagle to Ireland, which highlighted
the strong social aspects of this conflict and the importance of ensuring that local communities have
a fair say in decision-making about the places where they live and work. However, in the face of

enthusiastic and well-meaning calls to restore “Ireland’s tattered ecosystems” by restoring species
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thought to have once been present on the island (Fogarty 2023), the complexity of rewilding

conflicts is poorly understood, thus, there is a timely need for research on these issues.

Second, beyond providing rich and nuanced insights into the historical and socio-political
dimensions of rewilding conflicts, all three cases contribute to a better understanding of coexistence
by illuminating positive human-wildlife interactions. In doing so, they respond to calls for detailed
and in-depth research into coexistence (Carter and Linnell 2016). Further, they not only provide
valuable knowledge regarding the question of how coexistence might be encouraged in places where
it does not exist (Pooley et al. 2021), but they also, particulatly the ‘wolf’ case, deepen our
understanding of the historical reasons why coexistence with certain species has been, for lack of a
better word, terminated. The eradication of wolves, white-tailed sea eagles, golden eagles, red kites
and other raptor species, along with the earlier loss of brown bears, means contemporary Ireland is a
place where there is relatively limited experience of living alongside potentially destructive wildlife.
There are of course well-documented conflicts over wildlife management in Ireland (e.g. O’Hagan et
al. 2016; Stein and Neijman 2021). However, the situation contrasts sharply with continental
Europe, where the recovery of wildlife populations is generating conflict, but also opening a space
for coexistence and possibilities “to achieve sustainable and legitimate conservation governance and

rural development programs” (Pettersson et al. 2021: 15).

Third, all three cases provide an opportunity to engage with and contribute to important debates
about conservation and the legacies of colonialism. In recent years, critical scholars (e.g. Agrawal
1997; Collins et al. 2021; Hart et al. 2021) have illustrated how colonial legacies shape conservation
policies and practices in ways that perpetuate inequalities and injustices through, for example, acts of
“green grabbing”, which refers to “the appropriation of land and resources for environmental ends”
(Fairhead et al. 2012: 237). In their discussion of settler colonialism and the US conservation
movement, for example, Eichler and Baumeister (2021: 209) argue that conservation “must more
deliberately and thoroughly grapple with the legacy of its deeply settler colonial history if it is to, in
actuality and not merely in rhetoric, achieve the aim of being more equitable”. Grappling with the
legacies of colonialism is cleatly a pertinent concern in relation to rewilding’s close association with
the US ‘wilderness movement’ (Ward 2019). Further, although much attention is correctly focused
on the implications and impacts of European colonialism on the Americas, Africa, Asia and

Australia, the three cases I investigate, read together, allow for an examination of the specific form
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of British colonialism imposed in Ireland during the early modern period and how it influences

conservation debates in contemporary Ireland.

Fourth, and linked to the previous point, the international conservation movement is generally
associated with efforts to protect charismatic wildlife and ‘pristine’ habitats in the high-biodiversity
ecosystems of the Global South. Yet, as Pettorelli et al. (2019: 9) point out, “rewilding is
predominantly discussed in the context of developed countries”. The same authors note that living
with nature in places characterised by urbanisation and industrialisation could be beneficial but could
also lead to harmful and unpredictable outcomes. The cases in this thesis were selected to
demonstrate the complex challenges that arise from living alongside wildlife in a so-called
‘developed’ country and how these challenges are rooted in historical processes. Further, given the
costs of coexistence are overwhelmingly experienced by those living in the Global South
(Braczkowski et al. 2023), the cases also allow me to draw much-needed attention toward the social
and environmental justice implications of conservation and rewilding. Although the cases are varied,
they are bound together by this shared concern with identifying the factors that influence

coexistence in the human-dominated landscapes of the Global North.

Fifth, and finally, the cases were chosen because, at the outset of the study, I was confident of
gaining access to the people, institutions, and documents I wanted to examine to answer my
research questions regarding the case of rewilding conflicts and coexistence in Ireland. According to
Yin (2009: 26), “You need sufficient access to the potential data, whether to interview people, review
documents or records, or make observations in the ‘field””. During the eatly stages of the research
design process, I considered selecting cases related to wolf management in Norway, largely on the
basis of perceived convenience and ease of access to the “field’. However, I quickly recognised the
difficulties associated with selecting cases about the human dimensions of rewilding in a country
where I lacked familiarity with the language, culture, history, and politics, all of which represented
significant barriers to access. I considered these barriers to be much less of an issue in Ireland, where
I grew up and lived for the majority of the first thirty years of my life. As such, my experience of
living, studying, and working in both Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland, and pre-existing

relationships with important ‘gatekeepers’, were important factors in selecting the cases.
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4.4 Methods and data collection

According to Wellington (2015), the process of collecting data in qualitative research tends to be
exploratory and characterised by an evolving ‘as you go along’ approach that typically produces large
amounts of data. The exploratory nature of this thesis has yielded, what at times felt like an
overwhelmingly, vast amount of detailed and rich primary and secondary data about rewilding
conflicts and coexistence that has been collected using several methods. Adopting a philosophical
position that aligns with critical realism, Campbell (1999) argues that because all methods are
imperfect, multiple methods are needed to generate and test theory and to improve our
understanding over time of how the world operates. Hence, I have used multiple methods in this
thesis as a way to gain a better understanding of the phenomenon I am investigating and to temper

weaknesses or biases associated with a single method approach (Maxwell 2013).

As outlined in Table 1 below, I employed three broad qualitative methods to collect the core data
needed to investigate the historical, social and political processes that influence the human
dimensions of rewilding: (i) document analysis, (ii) interviews and (iii) observations. Each of the
three methods, along with the reasons why they were chosen and how they were used, is described

in the sub-sections that follow.

Table 1. Overview of data collection process followed in this thesis.

Paper Case Methods and data When and where

1 History of Documents: diaries, letters, survey June 2019 — August 2021
human-wolf | reports, maps, poems.
relations Literature view of scientific, Ireland (2 field visits = 4
historical and popular literature on weeks) and Norway
Ireland, colonialism and wolves.
Unstructured interviews (n=5) with
experts on Irish history, conservation
and rewilding.

Observations: visits to locations in
Ireland associated with wolves via

Irish language place-names.
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Red kite
reintroduction

project

Documents: project tepotrts, media
coverage, environmental legislation,
annual reports, minutes from
relevant committee meetings,
conservation strategy reports.
Interviews (n=20) with relevant
actors representing conservation
NGOs, conservation volunteers,
farmers, non-farming landowners,
politicians, wildlife authorities,
farming representatives.
Observations: unstructured approach
used during field visits to red kite
release area in Northern Ireland.

Walking interviews.

Nov 2021 — June 2022

Ireland (3 field visits = 10

weeks) and Norway

‘Convivial’

rewilding

Documents: environmental policy,
media coverage, conservation
strategy reports, agricultural policy,
academic literature on conservation
in Ireland.

Interviews (n=5): building on the
interviews from paper 2, five further
interviews were conducted with
farmers and alternative
conservationists.

Observations: visits to national
parks, proposed national park sites
and other protected areas.
Conducted participant and non-
participant observation at several

conferences, seminars and events.

June 2019 — Dec 2022

Ireland (one further field
visit to those listed above

= 2 weeks) and Norway
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4.4.1 Document analysis

I began collecting data in the form of documents for this study in June 2019 with the aim of
cultivating what I quickly realised could only ever be a rudimentary, fragmented and incomplete
understanding of the complex historical context of my case study. Taking inspiration from Vayda’s
(1983) progressive contextualisation method, my intention was to investigate the historical factors
influencing coexistence by treating the event of the wolf’s extirpation from Ireland as a point of
departure and then tracing the wider factors that influenced and led up to this event. Thus, with the
specific objective of answering my first research question in mind, I conducted archival field
research through multiple visits to the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland and Queen’s
University Belfast’s Special Collections and Archives department during which I took photographs
of relevant documents. Archival research methods were used because they facilitate the investigation
of documents and textual materials, including digital texts, and provide a means to obtain detailed
insights about historical drivers of social and environmental change (Ventresca and Mohr 2017).
However, as I will explain below, the process of identifying and interpreting relevant documents for

the first case, and later cases, presented a number of challenges.

Documents serve a variety of purposes in qualitative research. For Bowen (2009: 29), one purpose
relates to how documents can “help researchers understand the historical roots of specific issues and
can indicate the conditions that impinge upon the phenomena currently under investigation”.
Regarding the first case, I was initially interested in documents and archival records that would
provide insights into the history of human-wolf relations in Ireland. However, shortly after
commencing my search for such documents, I observed that the vast majority I found in the
archives that referred to wolves in some way were written by actors attached to the colonial regime.
As Cavanagh (2017: 67) points out, documents of this nature should be treated with caution because
they reflect the “perhaps fabricated, erroneous, prejudiced, or misconstrued representations of

colonial officials”.

Reflecting on this point at the time, I was uncertain about how to navigate these documents due to
concerns that their use could unintentionally amplify and lend legitimacy to the deeply racist views
of their authors. Further, drawing inspiration from Farrell’s (2017) examination of colonisation in
Ulster from the perspective of its “indigenous” population, I was concerned that building the case
on such data would conceal an important side of the story that I wanted to explore in more detail.

Therefore, interested in obtaining documents that could shed a light on ‘non-colonial’ and ‘non-elite’
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human-wolf relations, I reached out for advice to existing contacts I had previously established while
living in Ireland and studying at Queen’s University Belfast. Unstructured interviews and discussions
with these contacts, and further contacts they provided, reassured me about using colonial
documents, albeit carefully, and directed me towards a variety of documents that better reflected
alternative perspectives and counter-narratives. Documents found in the National Folklore
Collection, many of which have been digitised by the Duchas project, were particularly useful for
gaining insights into how people ‘on the ground’ thought about and developed ways to coexist with
wolves. To build a broader understanding of human-wolf relations and long-term social and
environmental changes in Ireland, data from the documents were supplemented with a literature
review based on peer-reviewed and grey literature, with Mitchell and Ryan (2007), Smyth (2006),
Hickey (2011) and Bourke and McBride (2016) being particularly useful texts for this purpose.

While documents were not as central to the second case, they nevertheless provided vital insights
into the historical and political dynamics that influenced the planning, implementation and
management of the red kite reintroduction project in Northern Ireland. Publicly available documents
regarding the project, such as project literature and online media coverage, were relatively
straightforward to access. Moreover, providing insights into the diverse factors determining conflicts
and coexistence, reports about wildlife crime and environmental legislation were also accessed via
the internet, as were a wide range of relevant and useful documents on the Northern Ireland
“planning portal” website, such as technical reports, consultation responses and public comments.
Documents I deemed to be relevant, but that were not available in the public realm for reasons that
were not always clear, were accessed via Freedom of Information (Fol) requests. Although Fol
requests involve long waiting times, they helped uncovered important documents, including project
reports and minutes from committee meetings where the project was discussed by different actors,

that contained rich data about the red kite project.

Many of the documents collected for the first two cases were relevant to the aims of the third case,
particulatly its focus on the history of conservation practice and policy in Ireland. However, to
enable a more detailed understanding of this history, a review was conducted of the peer-reviewed
literature. This literature review provided an enhanced understanding of debates surrounding
conservation and land use in Ireland and helped to identify potential factors that hinder efforts to
promote coexistence. From this starting point, I collected a diverse range and substantial number of

documents, produced by different actors with different interests, that I considered relevant to
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rewilding and conservation conflicts in Ireland, including media reports and interviews,
environmental policy reports, agricultural policy strategies, transcripts of government debates about
conservation and agriculture, and government-commissioned and independent reviews of

conservation and environmental governance in Ireland and Northern Ireland.

4.4.2 Interviews

Interviews are one of the most common methods used for producing data in qualitative research.
According to Kvale and Brinkmann’s (2009: 3) interpretation, they are “not a conversation between
equal partners”, but rather a tool used by the researcher for the “purpose of obtaining descriptions
of the life world of the interviewees in order to interpret the meaning of the described phenomena”.
For reasons I will elaborate on in more detail below, my conception of and approach to interviews
in this study, all of which were conducted with informed consent, was slightly more flexible and

nuanced than this interpretation and differed in two key ways.

First, while acknowledging the asymmetrical power relations involved in qualitative research
interviews (e.g. Kvale 20006), I attempted to cultivate a more conversational style in the 30 interviews
I conducted over the course of this study, such that they often tended to blur the lines between the
formal and informal (Swain and King 2022). This approach was partly informed by my perceived
understanding of the sensitivities surrounding questions about land, conservation and, more
specifically, the illegal killing of red kites, in a study area where I was positioning myself as a
conservation researcher. As such, in the spirit of conviviality, building trust and “having a blether”,
as advocated by Staddon (2021), interviews were conducted in an honest, respectful and relaxed
manner and, where possible given restrictions telated to the COVID-19 pandemic, held in everyday
and informal locations, including pubs, fields and, on several occasions, around the kitchen table.
Facilitating this approach meant I had to discern when it was appropriate to audio record interviews,
and when it was instead more suitable to forgo my digital recorder and make detailed handwritten
notes. On more than one occasion, however, I found myself in a situation where my decision to take
notes during interviews, which usually lasted for about one hour, resulted in potentially useful data
being lost because the extended length of some interviews (over three hours) made it difficult to

take coherent and detailed notes.

Further, the sampling strategy I selected, which combined purposive and snowball sampling (Suri
2011), was also influenced by Staddon’s (2021) call to foreground the diverse stories and experiences

of people who work ‘on the ground’ in conservation and other forms of land-management. Hence,

53



in addition to the elite interviews carried out with staff from conservation non-governmental
organisations (n=4), academics (n=5), government officials (n=3), farming representatives (n=2)
and politicians (n=2), interviews were also conducted with conservation volunteers (n=3), farmers
(n=0), non-farming landowners (n=3) and a ‘stakeholder’ group I refer to as alternative
conservationists (n=2). Although my general approach to these interviews was consistent with the
conversational style I have just described, it was necessary to employ different forms of interviews,
ranging from in-depth and semi-structured to unstructured interviews, depending on the differential
roles and ‘levels’ of the actors interviewed. For instance, at the beginning of the first fieldwork
period for the red kite case study, a key informant provided me with the contact details of a high-
level government official who they thought could offer important insights into the reintroduction
project. Upon contacting the individual via email, and explaining the nature of my project, as I did
with all interviewees, they agreed to speak with me ‘off the record’ by phone.