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James Fenton

Musings on the meaning of wild land
What is meant by wild?
A wild experience. The wild
Highlands. Really wild! Wildlife.
Wild nature. Wild land. Wildness.
Wilderness. Re-wild… We use the
word ‘wild’ all the time but what
does it mean?
The best place to start is probably a
dictionary and the definition given
in the Chambers 21st Century
Dictionary is amongst the most
comprehensive. The word is
derived from the Anglo-Saxon
wilde:
WILD adjective (wilder, wildest) 1
said of animals: untamed or
undomesticated; not dependent on
humans. 2 said of plants: growing in
a natural uncultivated state. 3 said
of country: desolate, rugged,
inhospitable or uninhabitable. 4
said of peoples: savage; uncivilized.
5 unrestrained; uncontrolled • wild
fury. 6 frantically excited. 7
distraught • wild with grief. 8
dishevelled; disordered • wild
attire. 9 said of the eyes: staring;
distracted or scared-looking. 10 said
of weather: stormy. 11 said of plans
or hopes, etc: crazy; impracticable
or unrealistic. 12 said of a guess:

very approximate, or quite random.
13 colloq furious; extremely angry.
14 slang enjoyable; terrific.

What is the common thread to all
these meanings of ‘wild’? Perhaps
the word ‘uncontrolled’ is the key
where, by implication, ‘control’
means ‘human control’: someone
‘wild with fury’ is not in control of
themselves; in the same way that a
wild animal is not under the control
of humans: they are
undomesticated, they are untamed.
The word ‘wild’ can also apply to an
untamed location:
WILD noun 1 (the wild) a wild
animal's or plant's natural
environment or life in it • returned
the cub to the wild. 2 (wilds) lonely,
sparsely inhabited regions away
from the city. wildish adj. wildly
adverb. wildness noun. run wild 1
said of a garden or plants: to revert
to a wild, overgrown and
uncultivated state. 2 said eg of
children: to live a life of freedom,
with little discipline or control. wild
about someone or something
intensely fond of or keen on them
or it. wild and woolly unrefined or
unpolished; crude.
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If we accept that something wild is
something ‘not under the control of
humans’, then what is it under the
control of? The only answer is that
it is under the control of natural
forces, of nature itself. Which leads
us to the question of ‘What is
nature?’ The answer is in fact given
in one of the definitions above: ‘not
dependent on humans.’

kinds of conservation: the
conservation of the natural heritage
(aspects created by nature) and the
conservation of cultural heritage
(artefacts created by humans). For
example, Scottish Natural Heritage
(SNH) is about conserving natural
aspects whereas Historic
Environment Scotland is about
cultural aspects.

Natural v. artificial
To make sense of the complex
world, we as humans need to
classify things and one binary
classification which has proved
useful to us over the centuries is
the distinction between the natural
world (natural features) and the
artificial world (artefacts, or
human-created features). Hence by
definition something ‘natural’ is
something inherited from nature,
not from us. For example we did
not invent or create trees or
mountains, but we did invent cars
and the national grid. We did not
invent electricity, only the means to
harness it to our own ends.

A fundamental difference between
the two types is that we humans
did not choose which species and
habitats naturally occur in a given
locality: nature is not democratic in
this way – what we have inherited
from nature is what we have
inherited from nature! We cannot
democratically decide what kind of
wild land we should have in a given
area (although we can decide how
much). On the other hand, the
cultural heritage has been created
by us humans and it is for us to
decide what kind of heritage to
conserve where – particularly as
the historic environment is
generally a palimpsest.

This separation of natural and
artificial leads to the two different

It is fashionable to say that nothing
is natural because everything has

A view of wild (natural) features
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A view of artificial features (artefacts)

An unmodified, wild,
natural landscape
(Antarctica)

been affected by humans, and, in
any case, we are part of nature so
everything we do is natural! But, for
a start, apart from a few kilometres
thick area of earth, we have
nothing to do with the state of the
sun, the structure of the moon, or
indeed the rest of the universe!
Most things in the universe
certainly are natural, emphasising
that the word has meaning. And
secondly, although it is true that we
evolved from nature, if you argue
therefore that everything we do is
natural, this undermines the
rationale for any particular nature
conservation action: for example,
making species extinct, burning
fossil fuels or polluting a ditch
would be activities just as natural as
a burn flowing downhill, a bumblebee building a nest or the
development of patterned ground
in the Arctic. This is patently absurd
(but logically correct if you define
natural and artificial as the same)!
Remember, it is us humans who
have made the distinction because
it helps us make sense of the world.
But what has all this got to do with
wild land, I hear you ask? Hopefully
it helps clarify that wild land is both

a valid concept (no-one would
argue that surface of Pluto is not
wild land, although they might
argue about how wild is a particular
location on earth); and that wild
land is where nature, not humans,
is in charge.
The fact that humans may have
consciously chosen to let an area
retain its natural characteristics
does not make it any less wild. Why
we might want to make the value
judgement that wild land, or indeed
species and habitats, should be
conserved for their own sakes is a
philosophical question not
discussed here (but often discussed
in Wild Land News by those
discussing, for example, for the
spiritual aspect of wild places).

Official definitions
SNH on their website define wild
land as:
“Large areas of Scotland – chiefly
in the north and west – which
have largely semi-natural
landscapes that show minimal
signs of human influence. These
may be mountains and
moorland, undeveloped
coastline or peat bog.”

If for the moment we equate wild
land with wilderness (this is
A modified, cultural landscape
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Even tropical rainforest has been modified by indigenous peoples

discussed further below) the
international (IUCN) definition of a
‘Wilderness Area’ is:
“Large unmodified or slightly
modified areas that retain their
natural character without
permanent or significant human
habitation, which are protected
and managed so as to preserve
their natural condition.”

Note that both these definitions
allow some signs of human
influence, which is not surprising
because all the planet except the
highest mountains, the Greenland
ice-cap, the Antarctic and a few
very remote islands have been
inhabited by us for thousands of
years. And humans have been
known to have been making species
extinct (particularly large mammals)
for thousands of years, which is
bound to have had a knock-on
effect on the vegetation pattern in
many areas, as has the use of fire.
In spite of this, it could be argued
that humans in the hunter-gatherer
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phase of evolution were just
another predator and ‘more
natural’ than modern humans
whose technology has an ability to
modify the world way beyond our
hunter-gatherer forebears. Hence
there was a marked increase in the
loss of naturalness (loss of wild
land) once our characteristics
began to diverge significantly from
other species, once farming started,
and humans began to consciously
modify the planet to their own
ends.
Thus a better definition of wild land
than the ones given above is
perhaps:
“Areas where the species
composition is not chosen by
humans, but at the whim of
nature”.

This can allow for some human
impact in the past, but the future is
up to nature.

The problem of introduced
species
There is, however, a complicating
factor in all this in that we have
introduced species into ecosystems
which, long-term, might modify the
ecology even more than humans.
There are both natural and artificial
elements to this: the original
introduction (by definition) is
artificial, but the subsequent
spread is natural.
So should we accept such species in
wild land, where we want things to
develop naturally? Being pragmatic,
we cannot control them all. Some
species will have such a high impact
that there is likely to be landscape
modification on such a large scale
that most original wildness will be
lost (for example Rhododendron
ponticum or colonising Sitka spruce
discussed in David Jarman’s article
above). In these instances, the

effects of the original artificial
introduction need to be reversed. ______
On the other hand some
Should we
widespread species, for example
New Zealand willowherb, probably accept
have minimal impact on the wider nonnative
ecosystem.
species as

It is perhaps true that the
part of
continuing artificial movement of
wild land?
species around the world is a huge ______
threat to the whole concept: it may
lead eventually to the concept of
wild land being ‘the species
composition we have inherited
from nature’ having to be
abandoned, and changed to ‘any
area we do not manage, whether
the species composition has been
decided by nature or by humans.’
Long-term this will result in a major
global loss of biodiversity because a
few cosmopolitan invaders will now
dominate everywhere. But is there
anything we can do about it?

Skunk cabbage and Sitka spruce on Mull. A modern Highland landscape, totally
different from that comprised of indigenous vegetation. Is it wild land?
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Large-scale wildness (Torridon)

In fact this concept of wild land
being areas we do not manage
(without any concern about
naturalness) has always been part
of the definition. For example, the
dictionary definition above states
that a garden that has ‘run wild’ is
one reverting ‘to a wild, overgrown
and uncultivated state.’

The question of scale
This kind of garden may be quite
small, which raises again the
question of scale: why do both the
SNH and IUCN definitions say that
wild land areas have to be large? I
once had a pond in my garden with
a myriad of water creatures, from
pond skaters on the surface to
water boatmen, caddis larvae, etc.
underneath. I was not in charge of
which species turned up or what
they did: surely therefore, this is
wild land? Similarly the damp
sludge at the bottom of my rones
(gutters) contains a whole
ecosystem of dead leaves,
tardigrades, rotifers, protozoa and
fungi. I haven’t a clue what goes on!
Wild land, surely?

Firstly, large mammals are (or
were) a natural component of most
ecosystems, and if we want the full
suite of indigenous carnivores and
herbivores then we need large
areas in order to fulfil their
ecological needs. And certainly all
the research shows that the greater
extent of the area, the greater the
chance of conserving all the
component species. However if
some or all of these species are no
longer present, is there such an
imperative to ensure all the areas
have to be large? Surely, for
example, there is a lot of
naturalness left at the moorland
top of a lowland hill which has
escaped agricultural improvement,
tree planting and wind farms? And
whose plant communities are
mostly natural?

Two kinds of wildness
And the mention of wind farms
introduces another aspect of
wildness which has resulted in the
perception that wild areas need to
be large: wind farms are highly
visible artefacts, their presence
introducing a human element. The
dictionary definition above refers to
‘lonely, sparsely inhabited areas’,
and the presence of any artefact
introduces a human element into a

So why is scale important? I think
there are two reasons why wild
areas are normally seen as large.
Small-scale wildness (pond
surface with pond skaters)
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wild area. Hence to ‘get away from
it all’, to go to an area where nature
really does appear to be in charge,
generally necessitates wild land
areas to be large.
To date, in Scotland the wild land
debate has largely been about
about retaining remote areas: areas
without structures such as tracks,
masts, turbines and dams. It
certainly has not been about
keeping the ecosystem in my
gutters!
This leads to an identification of
two different (but related) types of
wildness:
– Ecological wildness: where
the species composition is
determined by nature
– Remoteness: where only
natural features are visible
As far as ecological wildness is
concerned, nature is not always
particularly concerned if artefacts
are present: the presence of a
single phone mast in the hills, for
example, will not affect the
ecological wildness: nature will still
direct the ecology. But such a mast
will significantly reduce the feeling
of remoteness. There is sometimes
a link between the artefacts we
place in the hills and ecological
wildness: for example, bulldozing
tracks into the hills results in
potential corridors for the invasion
of non-indigenous plants, and

Even a single phone mast reduces the sense of wildness

building dams affects the natural
flows of rivers.
Hence wildness sensu remoteness
necessarily needs large
geographical areas to ensure no
artefacts are visible. Ecological
wildness, on the other hand, does
not necessarily need large areas: it
depends on the characteristics of
the ecosystem in question. A small
island off the coast of Scotland, for
example, which never had large
indigenous mammals, could be as
wild as a large wilderness with the
full suite of carnivores and
herbivores or, going the other way,
as wild as the goings-on in my
gutters!
Although I have just used the term
‘wilderness’, in Scotland it
normally replaced by the term
‘wild land’ and SNH in its wildness
policy statement of 2002 explains
why:
“While the term 'wilderness' is
often used to describe the wilder
parts of the globe, it is best
avoided in Scotland because it
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implies a more pristine setting
than we can ever experience in
our countryside, where most wild
land shows some effects from past
human use.”

I actually disagree with this: as
stated above, most terrestrial
ecosystems have had indigenous
populations and show signs of
human use, whether tropical
rainforest in Brazil, desert in
Australia or the steppes of Asia. In
fact I believe that, away from
settlements, the Scottish hills are
amongst the most pristine
landscapes in Europe: there is no
evidence, for example, for the
fashionable view of a once mighty
forest destroyed by humans, or that
loss of the main carnivore (the
wolf) has significantly altered the
vegetation pattern.
The vegetation pattern of the
Scottish hills is largely determined
by a combination of the natural

factors of geology, climate, grazing
and the chance associations of the
indigenous plants. We humans have
never looked at a hill and
determined the distribution of the
various plant communities,
whether snow-bed mosses,
montane grassland, heather-clad
slopes, peat bogs, etc. Certainly on
the east coast grouse moors we
burn heather which adds an
artificial pattern to the landscape,
but, in my view, these hills would
still be heather moors, burning or
not.
The undesigned state of our hills is
changing nowadays with large-scale
ecosystem planning, particularly
the adding of trees to a pattern
determined by grant conditions.
This is slowly turning the Highland
landscape from an undesigned wild
one to a designed cultural
landscape, resulting, in my view, in
a loss of wildness.

Hill land in Argyll which has, to date, managed to escape any tree planting.
No-one has ever consciously determined which vegetation type occurs
where. Hence an undesigned, mostly wild landscape. Wild land/wilderness
as good as any?
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The above landscape in Morvern may look natural but is in fact a modern plantation of native trees: hence it is a designed
landscape, under the control of humans. A new element of conscious landscape design has been introduced into the area.
Future wild land, or no different in terms of wildness to commercial forestry plantations? Is it now wilder through ‘re-wilding’,
or has wildness been lost? The answer is dependent on detailed knowledge of the vegetation history of the area.

Re-wilding
Which leads us to ‘re-wilding’, a
concept I fundamentally believe in:
but only if applied to places where
most of the wildness has already
been lost, for example lowland
Scotland. If much of the Highland
landscape away from settlements
and excluding modern tree
plantations, is already wild, then it
does not need ‘re-‘wilding. Adding a
design element destroys wildness.
This does not mean that there is
not a case for reintroducing
elements knowingly made extinct
by humans (and which would not
have eventually died out naturally),
such as wolves. But large scale
redesign of such landscapes is an
anathema to me: it results in a loss
of wildness in an area, the Scottish
Highlands, which still has some of

the best wildernesses remaining in
Europe. But for how much longer?
After all the above, perhaps my
definition of wild land (or
wilderness, I do not see a
difference) combines both
ecological wildness and remoteness
to come up with something like
this:
“Areas where the indigenous
species arrange themselves
without human input, and where
there are no visible signs of
human presence.”

Nothing particularly radical here! If
I am looking down a microscope at
the animals in my gutter, I see no
signs of humans. If I raise my eyes
and see a wild hillside, likewise.
Hence this definition would equally
apply to both.
All photos James Fenton
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