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Abstract 
Marriott Webb, H. 2019. Histories of Value: Following Deer Populations Through the English 
Landscape from 1800 to the Present Day. Uppsala, Department of Archaeology and Ancient His-
tory. 
 
Imagining the English landscape as an assemblage entangling deer and people throughout history, 
this thesis explores how changes in deer population connect to the ways deer have been valued 
from 1800 to the present day. Its methods are mixed, its sources are conversations – human voices 
in the ongoing historical negotiations of the multispecies body politic, the moot of people, animals, 
plants and things which shapes and orders the landscape assemblage. These conversations include 
interviews with people whose lives revolve around deer, correspondence with the organisations 
that hold sway over deer lives, analysis of modern media discourse around deer issues and 
exchanges with the history books. It finds that a non-linear increase in deer population over the 
time period has been accompanied by multiple changes in the way deer are valued as part of the 
English landscape. Ending with a reflection on how this history of value fits in to wider debates 
about the proper representation of animals, the nature of non-human agency, and trajectories of 
the Anthropocene, this thesis seeks to open up new ways of exploring questions about human-
animal relationships in environmental history. 
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1. Introduction 

When I was a child, even living in the depths of the English countryside, deer seemed a rare and 
thrilling sight. We would see them only at dawn or dusk, never near the house, not once in the 
fields and tracks we roamed by day. The most frequent kind of encounter I can remember was on 
the road at night, when one deer, then another, would dash across the road in front of the car while 
the driver swore and stamped on the brake. I’m sure there were deer around – one of the roads 
leading out of the village was called Stag Hill, after all – but in the mind of a child, at least, they 
were utterly mysterious. 
Twenty years later, it seems like they are everywhere. I feel as if the deer and I have taken part in 
an involuntary game of grandma’s footsteps: I turned away from them for a moment, when I upped 
and left my shire for the city, and when I turned back they were right in front of my eyes, frozen 
and staring, a little too close for comfort. In the past few years I have walked by hundred-strong 
herds of fallow deer in broad daylight, had a conversation interrupted by roe deer hopping out on 
to the path not thirty feet in front of me, driven out of my village waving goodbye to its trusty 
resident muntjac. And it seemed that as soon as I abandoned the city, the deer started moving in 
there too. A clip from the programme Winterwatch, broadcast early in 2019, shows fallow deer 
living wild in Harold Hill, East London, eating from bins at night and taking food from the hands 
of people during daylight hours (BBC, 2019). As their visibility grows, the general consensus is 
that numbers of all of England’s deer species are increasing. 

1.1. Aims 
In this thesis I follow deer populations in England since the beginning of the nineteenth century, 
the point in time after which it seems events were set in motion for the country’s deer populations 
to start climbing (Phillip, et al., 2009). It seeks to understand how deer population increase has 
been perceived by the people affected by it and how this in turn has affected the deer themselves. 
It investigates the roots of population increase in history, delving into who and what has been 
involved in the process. Ultimately, it aims to analyse the ways in which population increase has 
changed the ways in which deer are valued as part of the English landscape. The areas I explore 
link up with a broader theme in the contemporary human management of wildlife – the question 
of what should be done when measures to protect animals succeed and they begin to visibly thrive. 
We are so used to the narrative of declining animal populations, shrinking habitats and environ-
mental crisis – both in England and globally – that sometimes it feels hard to imagine wildlife 
management outside of a defensive role, concerned with mitigating human damage. When we 
succeed in protecting wildlife, we need to know what to do with that success.  
Many of the responses afforded to common or thriving animals in England are not particularly 
positive. Although there can be a great deal of fondness for some of the species English people see 
every day, such as mallard ducks and rabbits, many other common animals are resented – grey 
squirrels for pushing out the native red squirrel, seagulls for divebombing tourists and stealing 
food, urban foxes for their otherworldly yelping and ransacking of bin bags at night, rats and mice 
for infecting and infesting homes. Some of these animals have long been in an antagonistic rela-
tionship with humans – they are thought of as pests or vermin, animals considered to be harmful 
to the growing of crops, the raising of livestock, the cultivation of gardens, or the keeping of a 
clean home. The animals that have been seen as pests or vermin in England have changed over 
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time – hedgehogs, badgers and toads were once persecuted for sucking milk from cows’ udders, 
shrews because people believed a bite from one would make cattle swell up and die, and worms 
were killed by gardeners because they were believed to eat the roots of plants (Thomas, 1984, p. 
74). Deer have danced at the edge of pest status at different times in England’s history, annoying 
early modern farmers and foresters by eating crops and trees while being protected from their ire 
by dint of being reserved for royal hunting (Thompson, 1975) (Thomas, 1984). As deer numbers 
have increased and their range correspondingly expanded over the nineteenth, twentieth, and 
twenty-first centuries, it seems deer are approaching something akin to pest status again. Deer 
being devalued in the landscape is a potential effect of population increase that this thesis will 
explore throughout. 

1.2. Questions 
This thesis is explorative in nature and thus did not proceed from a fixed set of research questions. 
The question at the heart of it has always been of what deer population increase means – for deer, 
for people, and for the relationship between them. The first time I saw deer grazing in the open in 
broad daylight, my perspective completely shifted: the ways of deer, which felt like they should 
be relatively unchanging, had changed significantly over my life time, and I wanted to understand 
what this change meant. As my research process went on my thoughts coalesced around the fol-
lowing three questions, which I explore answers to throughout this thesis: 

1. Which factors have been involved in bringing about deer population increase since 1800? 
2. How has deer population increase been perceived and understood by those entangled 

with England’s deer? 
3. How has deer population increase changed the ways in which deer are valued as part of 

the English landscape? 
This thesis is a record and an analysis of my explorations of these questions, both in historical and 
scientific literature and with interview subjects. The conversations I had with my five interviewees 
are the primary melody lines from which this thesis is composed. Their observations, musings and 
expertise serve both as evidence and as jumping-off points into further research. The interviewees 
were all people whose lives were significantly interwoven with those of deer. In the order in which 
I spoke to them, beginning in January 2019, there was Joseph1, a semi-professional stalker2, then 
Elizabeth, the manager of an estate largely devoted to forestry. Next came Daniel, an amateur 
stalker but one for whom hunting deer was an all-consuming passion. These three interviews all 
took place in the North East of England. Then came Richard, who worked for a conservation char-
ity based in London, who I interviewed via telephone in early March. Finally came Michael, an-
other semi-professional stalker, who worked and hunted in the East of England, who I also inter-
viewed by telephone in March. I discuss these five and the interview process further in the next 
chapter. 
Also involved in the process of exploring my research questions were many less-formal conversa-
tions with a great variety of people. I dredged back over my childhood with my parents, who shared 
fuzzy, overlapping, contradictory memories of incidents involving a local policeman and a deer 
                                                             
 
1 Names have been changed. 
2 A note on terminology: generally, people who hunt deer in the UK are referred to as ‘stalkers’, after the method (stalking) they 
use. Stalking (first recorded in 1745) has become the main method of hunting deer in England, in which hunters sneak up on deer 
or wait silently on high seats until they are close enough to shoot (Whitehead, 1980) (Fletcher, 2014). Deer ‘hunting’ refers to 
pursuing deer on horseback, with a pack of hounds (called either staghounds or buckhounds, depending on the kind of deer they 
usually pursued) to flush out and track the deer and eventually bring it to bay, where the hunters can then kill it (Cox, et al., 1994). 
Another kind of deer hunting, no longer practiced, involved pursuing the ‘carted’ deer, that is, a deer that is kept by the hunt, which 
would be set loose from a trailer akin to a horsebox then chased after with the aim of capturing it, rather than killing it (Whitehead, 
1980). 
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carcass, a gamekeeper turned poacher, and the time I had a tantrum when my Nana tried to feed 
me a venison burger (thanks to a somewhat overactive imagination, I thought she was trying to 
feed me a burger made out of my mother, whose name sounds very similar). Friends and family 
sent me photographs of deer they saw, reported sightings they didn’t manage to capture, and ac-
companied me on many a deer-watching expedition. I corresponded with the British Deer Society, 
the Deer Initiative, and Forestry England, chatted with several employees of the Wiltshire Wildlife 
Trust, and was given a crash-course on the issues involved in deer management and hunting in 
Central Europe by an Austrian jägermeister. In November 2018, I joined a stalking party in the 
Cairngorms, Scotland, and was introduced to the world of red deer stalking first-hand.  
All of these experiences and all of these conversations, official and unofficial, shaped the course 
of this thesis. They sent me down paths of enquiry both well and rarely travelled and revealed to 
me, bit by bit, the tangled web of connections in which England’s deer and people meet. This 
thesis is an exploration of how deer population increase figures in this web. 

1.3. Structure 
This thesis continues with a chapter outlining the framework, theories, and methods through which 
I understand and investigate deer population increase. Afterwards comes a chapter providing some 
background on England’s deer and an explanation of the chosen boundaries of the investigation. 
These chapters situate this thesis within the discipline of environmental history. Three themed 
chapters then follow: one exploring how deer population increase has become visible, one delving 
into the connections between hunting and deer population increase, and one probing the ways in 
which deer population increase has affected the ways in which we place deer in the landscape. A 
final discussion chapter summarises my findings, brings the themes of the thesis together, and 
draws out some wider implications of the research. Crucially, it uses the evidence I have amassed 
to push the theories I have used onward, bringing them into dialogue with each other to reveal 
their strengths and weaknesses. In Plato’s Republic, Socrates illuminates the concept of justice by 
comparing justice in the city to justice in the soul: if we look at the two situations “side by side,” 
he says, “we might well make justice light up as if we were rubbing fire-sticks together” (1992, 
434e). At the close of this thesis, I open up the theories I have used and the disciple of environ-
mental history by rubbing them together with the case I have explored – deer population increase 
in England since 1800 – and, hopefully, generate some sparks.  



 
 

8 

2. Theory and methods 

This chapter lays out the ontological framework I use to explore and understand deer population 
increase, the theories through which I understand its effects, and the methods I used to gather 
information about it. The chapter also situates this thesis and the theories and methods it employs 
within the discipline of environmental history – the study of the historical relationships between 
human societies and nature. 

2.1. Framework 

2.1.1. A web of connections 
 
Relationship among all things appears to be complex and reciprocal 
– always at least two-way, back and forth. It seems that nothing is 
single in this universe, and nothing goes one way. In this view, we 
humans appear as particularly lively, intense, aware nodes of rela-
tion in an infinite network of connections, simple or complicated, 
direct or hidden, strong or delicate, temporary or very long-lasting. 
A web of connections, infinite but locally fragile, with and among 
everything – all beings – including what we generally class as 
things, objects.3 

The web of connections, described by the late Ursula K. Le Guin (quoted above), beautifully sums 
up the way in which this thesis looks at deer population increase – as part of the always at least 
two-way relationship between deer and people. Trees, crops, sheep, ticks, hounds and horses are 
tangled up with deer populations, as are hills, cars, deer fencing, tree tubes, rifles and chest freez-
ers. Along with people’s actions come their ideas and perceptions, as well as their bodies. These 
examples are by no means exhaustive: as Le Guin says, networks of connection are infinite. In 
order to explore deer population increase in the rather more finite medium of a master’s thesis, I 
begin with humans, my interview subjects, those “particularly lively, intense, aware” nodes of 
connection Le Guin describes, and follow them: their perceptions, the links in the web they tell me 
about, and the explanations they give of the causes and effects of deer population increase. By 
following my interview subjects I produce a sketch of the web of connections that has been pro-
ducing and responding to deer population increase since 1800 and generate questions for further 
research. Much still remains to be explored. 
The infinite web of connections that makes up the universe can be made manageable by ordering 
it into parts called assemblages: arrangements of connections theorised by Gilles Deleuze and 
Félix Guattari in A Thousand Plateaus (2008), interpreted and used in different ways by many 
scholars since. These arrangements of connections are not predefined – they are not like jigsaw 
puzzle pieces that fit together to make up a pre-set whole, but fragments that can be recombined 

                                                             
 
3 (Le Guin, 2017) 
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infinitely according to the connections between them (Nail, 2017). Because thinking with assem-
blages can be somewhat counterintuitive, I am going to make it clear how and why I am using 
assemblages to explore deer population increase in England in the next section through a musical 
metaphor.4 Following this, I bring assemblages and landscapes together to create a theoretical 
framework suitable for exploring questions in environmental history. 

2.1.2. How like an assemblage 
My inspiration for understanding assemblages through music comes from the anthropologist Anna 
Lowenhaupt Tsing. In The Mushroom at the End of the World, she suggests that we should try to 
listen to and appreciate assemblages like we appreciate polyphonic music, paying attention “both 
to the separate melody lines and their coming together in unexpected moments of harmony or 
dissonance” (Tsing, 2015, p. 158).5 Imagine listening to a piece of music: first it comes across as 
a cohesive whole, but when you listen closely you can map the arrangement of different sounds. 
First this voice, then another, then the two combined, a third, and so on. You dig deeper and the 
sounds themselves come apart, fragmenting into harmonics. These sounds are both heard and writ-
ten down using a great many connected fragments called notes, rests, accidentals and articulations, 
which can be recombined infinitely to create new pieces of music. In the same way, an assemblage 
is an arrangement of a set of fragments, all connected to each other and ordered in a certain way. 
Each piece of music (and each assemblage) can be delineated and studied by the use of some 
conditioning relations. Deleuze and Guattari call these conditioning relations the ‘abstract ma-
chine’, which philosopher Thomas Nail explains using the example of constellations – a constel-
lation name, like the title of a piece of music, is the name for a set of conditioning relations that 
arrange a group of stars (Nail, 2017). The abstract machine called Orion’s Belt is the relational 
line that connects the three stars Alnitak, Alnilam and Mintaka; the assemblage is the stars that are 
connected. In this thesis, the abstract machine is the English landscape, which connects and organ-
ises the deer, people, ideas, other life forms and things that make up the assemblage.  
Within the music/assemblage metaphor, if an assemblage is a piece of music, this thesis is just one 
performance of a piece of music – a written performance of an assemblage. The roles of researcher 
and writer about an assemblage, as I see them, are like those of the composer and conductor of a 
piece of music. The researcher/composer determines the organisation of the source material and 
sets boundaries around it, determining where it will start, where it will stop, and all that is con-
tained in the middle. The writer/conductor determines the shape of its performance – how the 
assemblage/piece of music is interpreted and conveyed to an audience. Within this scheme, you, 
the reader, the audience, are listening to a recording of the performance of the piece of music; you 
are reading a final text that is the outcome of a writing process directed by my research. For this 
performance, my interviewees are the musicians. Their words are that through which the assem-
blage is made audible. In this thesis, appreciating the assemblage in Tsing’s way as a piece of 
polyphony means focusing mainly on the duelling melody lines being played by deer and humans, 
but also on the “multiple temporal rhythms and trajectories” of numerous others, both living and 
non-living, some of which were listed at the start of this chapter (Tsing, 2015, p. 24). 

                                                             
 
4 I use ‘metaphor’, rather than ‘analogy’ or ‘simile’, deliberately. I am not comparing an assemblage to a piece of music, by listing 
their similarities, but saying that every piece of music is an assemblage. The aim is to make it clearer what an assemblage is by 
discussing an assemblage, a piece of music, the construction of which the reader is likely to be familiar with, before moving on to 
discussing an assemblage the reader is less likely to be familiar with (the English landscape). The joy of metaphors is that they are 
without end, as with music, as with assemblages – the parallels I have drawn are not the only ones available, and you are free to 
draw your own. 
5 Polyphonic music is a style in which two or more separate melody lines are layered on top of one another (Britannica Academic, 
2019). For an idea of the kind of polyphonic music which I think best evokes Tsing’s way of listening to assemblages, I would 
recommend listening to a recording of Thomas Tallis’ Spem in alium. 
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2.1.3. Why like an assemblage 
I do not have the time or space to convince you (or indeed myself) that assemblages are somehow 
the best way to understand the nature of reality, full stop. What I want to demonstrate with this 
thesis is what assemblage theory can bring to the discipline of environmental history. The primary 
aim of environmental historians is to study the historical relationships between human societies 
and nature, whilst at the same time maintaining that humans are and have always been a part of 
nature, so a clear divide between nature and culture cannot be maintained (McNeill & Mauldin, 
2012). However, the discipline tends to be divided between studies of material environmental his-
tory (“the examination of human impact on the physical environment as well as nature’s influence 
upon human affairs”) and studies of cultural environmental history (“what humans have thought, 
believed, and written that treats relationships between society and nature”), which rather reinforces 
the divide between nature and culture the discipline is meant to be crossing (McNeill & Mauldin, 
2012, p. xvii). The use of assemblage theory allows the environmental historian to bridge this 
vexatious dichotomy between nature and culture in two ways: firstly, by not separating humans 
out causally, as the holders of some kind of special agency that other beings take no part in; and 
secondly, by bringing together material factors and cultural ideas into one analytical framework. 
The idea that only humans have agency and everything else is merely acted upon plays into the 
divide between nature and culture. It is based on a notion of agency as the “willed intentionality 
of persons”, which is set up in opposition to the automatic, mechanical operation of nature 
(Bennett, 2005). Bridging the nature-culture divide, I treat agency in this thesis as emergent from 
the assemblage, as something achieved between a variety of actors, and I see actors as always “an 
arrangement of bits and pieces”, rather than as essential wholes (Callon & Law, 1997) (Whatmore, 
2002). For example, something that looks like the willed intentionality of a person, such as some-
one deciding to cull deer on their forestry plantation due to them damaging the trees, really emerges 
from multiple instances of a deer walking over to a particular tree and nibbling on its branches, an 
action involving the tree itself, the people who planted it, the other deer that taught that deer how 
to forage, and so on. Secondly, assemblages bridge natural-cultural divides because within them, 
material and ideal fragments are both present and connected, all acting upon and responding to 
each other. In this way assemblages are helpful for moving environmental history past the aca-
demic tussles of the late twentieth century, in which understandings of nature as purely material 
battled it out with understandings of nature as a construction of human culture (Whatmore, 2002) 
(Callicott, 2013). With assemblages, nature is both material and cultural, made up of an infinite 
web of connected fragments. To take a broad example, the abstract machine ‘deer’ connects all 
deer that are living and ever lived, all the ideas about deer humans have and have had, plus (and 
this really makes up the largest proportion of the assemblage) every material encounter and idea 
every other thing, living and non-living, has had with deer, and deer with them. 
Assemblages reach across the divides environmental history as a discipline attempts to bridge – 
those between nature and culture, material and ideal, nonhuman and human. All are entangled in 
the web of connections. As things stand, however, assemblages are problematically flat – there is 
an equality of causation between every fragment in the assemblage, every connection in the web. 
To return to the music metaphor, what I currently have is all the notes, but no idea which ones 
which must be connected and emphasised to make up the melody lines. Looking at deer population 
increase as an assemblage, as I have described it so far, could be an investigation at any level from 
the subatomic to global climate systems. Academic disciplines can choose to order the assemblage 
differently – we don’t have to try and listen to it ‘flatly’, as if it is all happening at once (indeed 
this is very difficult), but bring out different strands at different times, depending on what we wish 
to focus on. In environmental history, especially global environmental history, the choice of focus 
is usually fairly ‘zoomed out’ – it does not tend to focus on assemblages as small as a blade of 
grass, where each cell is a musical note, but on the scale where societies of humans, populations 
of animals, groups of objects, hundreds of years of time, and so on, are treated as the fragments; 
the landscape scale. 
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2.1.4. Landscape assemblages and multispecies moots 
Landscape is a concept that has been used by environmental historians (as well as archaeologists, 
anthropologists, historical ecologists and particularly geographers) in many different ways: some-
times conceived of as a scene we are looking at from afar, sometimes as something we are living 
in; sometimes as something material, ‘out there’, sometimes as a lens through which we view and 
order what is out there (Wylie, 2007). In this thesis, I am going to use a version of landscape that 
brings together both the ideal and material. This is Kenneth Olwig’s conception of landscapes as 
historically contingent, physical places shaped by a ‘body politic’ – a local community and its laws 
and traditions (Olwig, 2002). The landscape is a manifestation of the historical body politic, shaped 
over years of customary use. Being human-focused, Olwig’s landscapes do not, at first, play nicely 
with assemblages – after all, humans are far from the only ones that count in assemblages, so why 
should the landscape be defined according to specifically human constructs? Geographer John 
Wylie (2007) argues that relational ontologies like assemblages sit uneasily with the idea of land-
scape, arguing that they produce “a curiously flat and depthless picture” of the landscape by as-
signing all sorts of things equal weight in its composition (pp. 203–206). Tsing provides a way of 
synthesising landscapes and assemblages and answering such difficulties with her concept of land-
scape as a multispecies, multi-object body politic, rather than a purely human one (Tsing, 2017). 
Tsing understands the landscape as a “gathering in the making”, a “moot” in which “many living 
beings – and non-vital things as well, such as rocks and water” come together to negotiate survival 
(Tsing, 2017, p. 7). In the multispecies moot, “each declines or flourishes in the effects of the 
world-making projects initiated and maintained by the others” (Tsing, 2017, p. 7). These moots 
are assemblages, arrangements of connections, but they not ‘flat and depthless’ – as with all polit-
ical gatherings, some have more power in the moot, a greater ability to shape world-making pro-
jects, than others. 
I will follow Tsing in calling these moots ‘landscape assemblages’, assemblages bounded by an 
expanded version of Olwig’s concept of landscape, understood as the multi-body politic that has 
historically shaped the land. In this thesis, the landscape assemblage is the moot where the “world-
making projects” of humans and deer are intertwined. Tsing uses landscape assemblages similarly 
to explore deer-human relationships in an article about a former coal mine in Jutland, Denmark 
(Tsing, 2017). In the piece, Danish hunters and red deer are entangled in the moot with ‘the dream 
of the stag’, the idea of the red deer stag as a “proud but vulnerable masculine authority” luring 
the hunter to the chase, as depicted in many a nineteenth century painting (for example Landseer’s 
iconic Monarch of the Glen). The dream of the stag lays a powerful enchantment over the land-
scape in question. Although it is an industrial ruin, a feral, weedy landscape bearing the marks of 
thousands of years of intensifying human management, the hunter sees it as a scene of wildness. 
The idea manifests physically in the landscape, bought up and set aside for hunting, and it affects 
the flourishing and decline of the stags and hunters. In a simplified version of the web of connec-
tions, these stags get killed because the dream of the stag makes them desirable to hunt, but at the 
same time the landscape proliferates with deer and hunters because the dream of the stag is pow-
erful enough to make the hunters pay to set aside land for hunting them. In this thesis, I will use 
landscape assemblages similarly to map the connections between deer and the ideas people have 
about them in England.  

2.2. Theories 
Landscape assemblage theory alone, however, is not enough to answer all of my research ques-
tions. While the landscape assemblage is an appropriate ontological framework for answering my 
first two research questions, and underlies my explorations of the third, interpreting the ways in 
which deer are valued in the moot and understanding its hierarchies requires the addition of some 
theory designed for analysing power differences. I have chosen to use some theories from the field 



 
 

12 

of human-animal studies, a discipline concerned with fathoming the intricacies of human-animal 
relationships (Freeman & Leane, 2016). All of them are concerned with comprehending human 
relationships with less-favoured animals – those we, for a wide variety of reasons, do not value 
very highly. The first of these theories is trash animals, the second is making killable, and the third 
is the nativist paradigm. 

2.2.1. Trash animals 
In the 2013 volume Trash Animals: How We Live with Nature’s Filthy, Feral, Invasive, and Un-
wanted Species (hereafter Trash Animals) edited by Kelsi Nagy and Phillip David Johnson II, 
various authors examine a new way of understanding contemporary human relationships with 
‘problem’ animals. In the introduction, the editors describe a “trash animal” as one that is seen as 
“worthless, threatening, dangerous, destructive, and ugly”, “harmful, filthy, despicable, or use-
less”, “having little or no value” and “disrupting human enterprise” (2013, p. 1). Crucially, a trash 
animal is one that is often associated with, treated like, and called trash. It needn’t be all three – 
many of the book chapters deal with animals that are associated with trash thrown out by humans 
(eating it or living in it, like seagulls, pigeons, rats and cockroaches) but some, like the chapters 
on locusts and eastern diamondback rattlesnakes, focus on rural animals far away from bins, who 
are trash animals by dint of being treated like trash by humans. I will use trash animal theory to 
understand some of the effects of deer population increase on the way deer are perceived, exploring 
the question of whether deer in England are beginning to be treated like trash. 
What does it mean to treat something like trash? ‘Trash’ itself is a cultural metaphor, Nagy and 
Johnson argue, a concept that shapes our perception of the world and through which we understand 
and distil complex realities. When matter is designated trash, it ceases to be made up of its indi-
vidual parts or materials and becomes a unit to be disposed of. When an animal becomes trash, its 
attributes become invisible, subsumed under its status as a problem to be dealt with. A small issue 
I have with defining trash animals in this way is that only humans are given agency in the process 
of an animal becoming trash – they come across as objects on which a definition is bestowed. As 
discussed above, I understand agency in this thesis as something achieved between a variety of 
actors, thus I will alter trash animal theory slightly, viewing trash animal as a relationship in which 
both human and animals are involved. 

2.2.2. Killability 
The concept of ‘making killable’ comes from Donna Haraway, who writes in When Species Meet 
of the difference between killing and making killable (Haraway, 2007). Killing animals, she says, 
is something we humans cannot live outside of – our lives are far too entangled for that – but we 
can make sure to do it thoughtfully. Making an animal killable is a way of killing without acknowl-
edging that it is indeed killing that you are doing – to make an animal killable is to make its death 
more like the disposal of an object than the killing of a someone (Haraway, 2007). Some animals 
are not very killable – if you were to intentionally kill someone’s beloved pet dog, for example, it 
would be seen as approaching a murder – while others are very much so, for example most insects. 
Philosopher Vinciane Despret gives the example of livestock as killable animals, indicated by the 
way in which their yearly global deaths are measured as a total weight, rather than in numbers of 
individuals (Despret, 2016). In this thesis I explore many ways in which deer population increase 
has made deer more or less killable. 

2.2.3. The nativist paradigm 
The nativist paradigm, as described by geographer Juliet Fall, is the ‘native good, aliens bad’ dis-
course in conservation which removes non-natives from the list of species which can be considered 
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as taking part in the modern objective of conservation – biodiversity (Fall, 2013). This is a rela-
tively recent paradigm: in the earlier stages of my time period, the introduction of exotic species 
from around the British Empire was viewed very favourably (Fall, 2013). The tail end of this 
fashion saw in the introduction of sika, muntjac and Chinese water deer (among other deer species) 
to the English countryside. Today, however, successful non-native species are viewed through the 
nativist paradigm as “doubly perverse” – both as disruptors of equilibrium ecosystems that spent 
a long time evolving without them and as violators of natural boundaries by occupying and thriving 
in liminal spaces such as post-industrial sites, suburbs and derelict areas (Fall, 2013). I will discuss 
both of these facets of the nativist paradigm as they apply to Britain’s deer species throughout the 
thesis and bring them into interaction with the phenomenon of deer population increase. 

2.3. Methods 

2.3.1. Talking with people 
In this section I discuss the various conversations through which I gathered information for this 
thesis. These took the shape of the informal discussions I mentioned in the introduction, organised 
semi-structured interviews, and correspondence via email. The informal conversations I had were 
of great use for taking the lie of the land earlier on in the research process. As mentioned at the 
start of this chapter, I chose to use interviews as my primary method of gathering information 
about deer population increase because humans are “particularly lively, intense, aware” nodes of 
connection in the assemblage, making their perspectives valuable both in understanding the place 
of these people and their ideas in the moot and in leading me to the other connections that are part 
of it. To give just one example, my interviewees led me to the multifarious involvements of rifles, 
ammunition and the legislation regulating their use in deer population increase, areas I had not 
included in my questions nor expected to find on the basis of my preliminary reading. 
When it came to selecting people to interview, I chose to employ something akin to Dirk Gently’s 
method of zen navigation – a personal connection introduced me to someone whose life was 
closely entangled with deer, and I followed the paths they then opened up for me.6 This method 
led me to Joseph, Elizabeth, Daniel and Michael. I found Richard separately through sending an 
email to the organisation he worked for. The interviews themselves were qualitative and semi-
structured in nature (Brinkmann, 2014). Their format was flexible, but they were structured around 
my purpose of finding out information about deer population increase, revolved around the de-
scriptions the interviewees gave of their experiences, and were then interpreted by me, through the 
lens of the landscape assemblage as described above (Brinkmann, 2014). I constructed my ques-
tions using a schematic identified by the geographer Robyn Longhurst, coming up with them ac-
cording to the kind of information I wished to discover: factual, descriptive, thoughtful and emo-
tional (Longhurst, 2010). I mapped the questions on a single sheet of paper in a ‘window’ format, 
with factual questions in the upper left corner, descriptive in the upper right, thoughtful in the 
bottom left and emotional in the bottom right. I used this format, rather than a list of questions, to 
make it easier to jump around the questions depending on where the conversation with the inter-
viewees took me. As the interviews progressed, I adapted the questions I asked so as to focus more 
on the areas I was interested in, but still allowed the interviewee freedom as to what they thought 
we should talk about.  
I used this sheet in the interviews as both a prompt for conversation and to record any extra obser-
vations, like body language and non-verbal communications such as hand gestures. This was only 
                                                             
 
6 As the character explains it in The Long Dark Tea-Time of the Soul, “[m]y own strategy is to find a car, or the nearest equivalent, 
which looks as if it knows where it is going and follow it. I rarely end up where I was intending to go, but often I end up somewhere 
that I needed to be” (Adams, 1988). 
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possible for the three of the interviews which were conducted face-to-face, with Joseph, Elizabeth, 
and Daniel. The interviews with Richard and Michael were conducted by telephone, greatly re-
ducing the contextual information I received but conferring one important advantage the face-to-
face interviews lacked – not being able to receive normal conversational cues, I sat back and lis-
tened to the interviewees more, rather than interjecting in a conversational way, which let them 
reflect longer on the answers they were giving. These two types of interviews conferred different 
advantages and disadvantages, but I think they balanced each other out in a complementary fash-
ion. If, after I transcribed the interviews, I had any questions remaining, or needed to clarify what 
the interview subject meant by something, I got back in touch with them by email. For all of the 
interviews, the subjects were really only there representing themselves and their own opinions. 
Although Richard, and to a lesser extent Elizabeth, also discussed the views of the organisations 
they worked for, these were so tangled with their personal opinions that I thought it inappropriate 
to take them as the view of the organisations behind them. To gather relevant organisational view-
points I corresponded with them by email, mainly asking for answers to factual questions or for 
statements of organisational policy on certain issues. I conversed in this way and cite personal 
communications with the British Deer Society, the Deer Initiative, and Forestry England. 

2.3.2. Talking with texts 
In this subsection I discuss my use of written sources in this thesis – my historical research and 
qualitative analysis of newspaper articles and the websites of organisations involved with deer in 
England. The historical research I undertook was problem-orientated in nature, consisting of the 
examination of secondary sources with my research questions in mind (Black, 2010). There has 
not been a huge amount of academic history written about deer in England since 1800 – much 
more has been written about earlier periods, particularly relating to forest law, the place of deer 
parks in the English landscape, and the fantastical hunting habits of medieval and early modern 
royalty.7 Field sports (hunting, shooting, and fishing) in the modern period, involving deer or other 
animals, have also received relatively little attention from academic historians, meaning much of 
the published literature about field sports is written by hunters for other hunters (Hoyle, 2007, pp. 
7-8). This is very useful for understanding the perspectives of hunters, but history from the hunter’s 
point of view is history from an angle, meaning reading and using it requires a constantly critical 
eye. I managed to find sufficient sources for the purposes of this thesis, but the modern history of 
deer in England is an area of animal history that remains relatively unexplored. My major historical 
sources included two works by G. Kenneth Whitehead, a natural historian, hunter and deer expert 
widely cited in academic literature on the history of deer in the United Kingdom – these were The 
Deer of Great Britain and Ireland (1964) and Hunting and Stalking Deer in Britain through the 
Ages (1980). There was also Deer by John Fletcher (2014), part of the ‘Animal’ Reaktion Books 
series in which each volume looks at a different animal and their historical significance and impact 
on human lives. Our Hunting Fathers (2007), an edited volume by rural historian R.W. Hoyle, 
provided historical background on deer hunting and other field sports in the UK from 1850 on-
wards, while Keith Thomas’ Man and the Natural World: Changing Attitudes in England 1500-
1800 (1984) was consulted on human-animal relationships in England in the period leading up to 
where mine begins. 
To explore other texts about England’s deer, such as the information provided on the websites of 
organisations like the Deer Initiative, I used qualitative content analysis (Doel, 2010). Again, this 
research was problem-orientated in nature – I searched for articles and websites that wrote about, 

                                                             
 
7 As Keith Thomas writes, “When James I hunted the stag he would personally cut its throat and daub the faces of his courtiers 
with blood, which they were not permitted to wash off; and it remained customary ‘for ladies and women of quality after the 
hunting of a deer to stand by until they are ripped up, that they might wash their hands in the blood, supposing it will make them 
white’” (Thomas, 1984, p. 29). Not that this practice has entirely died out – I spoke to one person who said that he was ‘blooded’ 
in a similar fashion the first time he went deer stalking. 
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for example, deer population estimates (chapter four), contemporary poaching (chapter five) and 
urban deer (chapter six) and analysed the words and phrases they used to describe problems asso-
ciated with deer. I also explore a visual text, a painting. All of these cultural texts come together 
to create deer in a certain way – they represent deer in the moot, shaping the idea of what a deer is 
and the ways in which they are expected to behave. As I come to discuss in chapter four, the 
sciences – particularly the life sciences of zoology, ecology and ethology – dominate when it 
comes to representing deer in the modern moot. Myths, stories, personal encounters and other 
ways of knowing deer are still present, but science is still seen as the most legitimate creator and 
the final arbiter of knowledge about deer. It appears as such in many of the written texts I examine 
and it pops up in the conversations I had with my interviewees. I do not treat science as such in 
this thesis – I do not use it to try and ‘step outside’ the assemblage or to ‘correct’ the knowledge 
about deer I gathered from historical texts or my interviewees. Instead it is treated similarly to the 
other voices in the moot, just as a particularly powerful one, a loud participant in the negotiations 
over deer lives and deaths. 
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3. Background 

Perhaps my favourite story about deer and people in England is that of the eccentric George Wal-
pole, third Earl of Orford, who in around 1750 trained three or four red deer to pull his phaeton (a 
kind of small carriage) (Fogg, 1932) (Fletcher, 2014). Once, when he was out and about in the 
countryside near Newmarket, in Suffolk, the local staghounds gave chase, pursuing the phaeton 
all the way back to the stags’ stable in town, where they were saved by a quick-thinking groom 
who shut the gates on the pack behind them. To me, this story has everything: it is a multispecies, 
multi-object tale, involving red deer, staghounds, horses, people from different walks of life, rural 
and urban landscapes, carriages, horns, whips and wheels. Moreover, it is a tale of the many dif-
ferent ways in which deer can be valued. Imagine it now: the phaeton bouncing wildly (they were 
notoriously unstable) as the stags fled the dogs, the Earl clinging on, the hounds baying, the men 
of the hunt following behind on foaming horses, the whippers-in desperately trying to call off the 
pack, townspeople diving out the way to avoid the carriage as it clatters past on its way into the 
yard. The parties involved all valued the deer differently. To the Earl they were of great value 
(whether sentimental or as a means of broadcasting his unconventionality), and they were also 
valuable to the groom, who may have been in charge of their care. To the hunt, they were differ-
ently valued to the deer they usually pursued – instead of a desirable hunting target, they were a 
potentially disastrous interruption. To the hounds, they were indistinguishable from their ordinary 
prey, holding the same value as the other deer they came across. 
The moot involving deer and people in 1750 was rather different from the moot between them 
today. The hounds and horses are nearly gone: as of 2019, there are only three packs of staghounds 
remaining – the Tiverton, the Quantock, and the Devon and Somerset – and none are legally al-
lowed to pursue deer in the way the hunt was when it was interrupted by the Earl of Orford’s stags. 
It would also be illegal in England today to capture wild deer and tame them for use as carriage 
horses. The mounted hunters have been replaced by stalkers, and although stalking still has some-
thing of an aristocratic reputation, the lords and earls have been joined by many a middle-class 
professional and rural working man. The deer involved have changed as well: the ranks of red, roe 
and fallow have been swelled by sika, muntjac and Chinese water deer. Differences in the way 
deer are valued in the moot also abound. These are the topic for chapters four, five and six. This 
chapter lays the foundations for what follows by filling in some details of the landscape assem-
blage, the moot between people, deer and others from which deer population increase has emerged. 

3.1. England  
As discussed in the previous chapter, this thesis explores the landscape assemblage – the inter-
twined projects of deer, humans and others that have led to, and responded to, deer population 
increase in England. Initially I set out to explore population increase in the entirety of the United 
Kingdom but understanding landscape assemblages in the way I have done, following Tsing and 
Olwig, made this untenable. My landscapes are places shaped over a long history by the laws and 
customs of a multi-species, multi-object body politic, but England, Wales, Scotland and Northern 
Ireland have only recently become the same body politic (and remain incompletely integrated).8 

                                                             
 
8 The United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland has only existed in its current political form since 1922. Before the 
Republic of Ireland split off, the countries had been governed together for just 121 years, since 1801. Today, Scotland, Wales and 
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Their histories and landscapes are too different to be studied as one. I focus on England, my home 
country, but the study would have worked equally well in any of the UK’s constituent countries 
(and likely produced different results). I chose the English landscape because, having lived there 
for most of my life, I am not only familiar with its laws and customs but enmeshed in the ways of 
thinking that have shaped it over history. Yet, I hope, I am not so ensnarled in the moot as to be 
unable to hold some critical distance – the world of hunting deer, in particular, was fairly alien to 
me until this thesis process began. 
The English landscape assemblage is impossible to precis in a paragraph, but I give just a little of 
its flavour here in order to place deer within it. It has been shaped over time by the body politic of 
numerous civilisations – Neolithic, Bronze Age and Iron Age peoples, Romans, Anglo-Saxons, 
Normans, Tudors, Stuarts, Georgians, Victorians, Edwardians, and moderns – and their ideas and 
inventions: two agricultural revolutions, the enclosures of common land, the industrial revolution, 
and transport and communications networks (Hoskins, 1988). All of their signatures, and those of 
the animals, plants and objects that were part of the moot alongside them, are still present in the 
English landscape assemblage. There are traces of them all around my village, part of what is now 
called the North Wessex Downs AONB (Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty), designated as such 
by the government in 1972. It is a place bookended by a moot of people and horses. Today the 
modern horse-racing industry and its fenced paddocks, white-railed gallops, sponsored grand-
stands and churned-up bridleways dominate the landscape, but outstretched above it all is the Uff-
ington White Horse, a prehistoric chalk figure carved into the hillside (Powell, 2017). My walk 
home from the White Horse is a walk through a moot thousands of years in the making: you cross 
the next-door Iron Age hillfort, now grazed by sheep, then descend to the Ridgeway, a path which 
has likely been in use for 5,000 years (Bell & Lock, 2000). You pass by Wayland’s Smithy, a 
Neolithic long barrow named for a Saxon god (Johnson, 2017), before leaving the path to cut 
through the grounds of the seventeenth-century Ashdown House, also home to the remnants of a 
roman villa, a medieval deer park and a Second World War army camp (National Trust, 2019). 
Then you follow the deer tracks across the fields to home. Listen out for the sounds of the 1960s 
motorway, keep the similarly aged Membury broadcasting tower at your left shoulder, and you 
can’t miss the village (make sure you look both ways before you cross its Roman road). 
Although all of England is one landscape in the sense in which I’m using the concept, marked out 
by the laws and customs of its multifaceted body politic, it is heterogeneous – there are divides 
and differences between more or less urban and rural areas, and between north and south. In dif-
ferent areas different kinds of people, ideas, animals, objects and landforms are present at the moot 
– to give one example, conifer forest plantations are much more part of the story in northern Eng-
land than they are in southern England, and barely feature at all in cities. Significantly, people 
from different areas of England have different ideas about and conceptions of the rural, the kind 
of space where most deer live out their lives. Some view it through the lens of the pastoral myth, 
as the place where an innocent, simple, idyllic form of life reigns supreme, revolving around agri-
culture and closeness to nature; some have a less cosy view, seeing rural spaces as wildernesses, 
either to be preserved and protected from human influence, or to be occupied and tamed by it 
(Woods, 2011). However the rural is imagined, its image is refracted through the prism of the 
urban–rural divide, where rural dwellers and urbanites imagine themselves in opposition to each 
other (Woods, 2011). Different perceptions of the rural shape the way deer are placed and value 
within it differently. My interviewees help me explore this heterogeneity, as they come from dif-
ferent areas of England. Three are from North East England: two from a rural area bordering on 
Northumberland National Park, one from a slightly more populated coastal area. Another is from 
a rural area in the East of England, and the last one is from London. Although I managed to talk 
to people about how deer fit into many of England’s different land types – from hilly uplands to 
                                                             
 
Northern Ireland all have their own political systems running in parallel with the British Parliament: the Scottish Parliament, the 
National Assembly for Wales, and the Northern Ireland Assembly. 
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agricultural plains, forest to urban jungle – a larger research project would likely benefit from the 
thoughts of interviewees hailing from England’s remaining regions on the western side of the 
country and from smaller urban areas (towns and other cities) than London. 

3.2. Deer 
There are commonly said to be six species of deer roaming freely in England today: red (Cervus 
elaphus), roe (Capreolus capreolus), fallow (Dama dama), Reeves’s muntjac (Muntiacus reevesi), 
Japanese sika (Cervus nippon) and Chinese water deer (Hydropotes inermis) (Putman, 2010).9 
This neat categorisation masks a somewhat more complicated genetic picture, in which a history 
of introductions, reintroductions, experimental crossbreeding, misstarts and local extirpations ties 
England’s deer into global networks of species exchange (Whitehead, 1964). Red and roe deer are 
considered to be England’s only indigenous species (Putman, 2010). The individuals currently 
present in England, however, are partially descended from reintroductions. Roe deer were extinct 
(or on the verge of it) in England by around 1700, and while indigenous populations recovered 
and spread back down into northern England from Scotland in the mid-1800s, roe were reintro-
duced from Scotland into southern England in 1800 and from Germany into East Anglia in 1888 
(Yalden, 2010) (Fletcher, 2014). There may have also been a clandestine roe reintroduction to 
Wales in the 1990s (Yalden, 2010). Red deer were similarly close to extinction in England in the 
1700s, surviving only in the Lake District, a mountainous region in North West England, and on 
Exmoor, a hilly moorland region in South West England. Red deer then recovered in Scotland due 
to human depopulation, the growth of commercial forestry, and land being set aside for the sport 
of hunting them (Langbein & Putman, 1996) (Yalden, 2010) (Fletcher, 2014). Although red deer 
have spread back down into northern England from Scotland, notable contemporary populations 
such as the herd in Somerset’s Quantock Hills were reintroduced in 1920, for the purpose of hunt-
ing to hounds (Langbein & Putman, 1996).10  
Fallow deer were introduced to Britain by the Romans but became locally extinct with the with-
drawal of the Roman Empire; they were then re-established around the time of the Norman con-
quest in the eleventh century (Fletcher, 2014) (Sykes, et al., 2016). For a long time after the Nor-
mans arrived fallow deer mainly lived in deer parks, approximately 3,000 of which were created 
in the 200 years after 1066 (Fletcher, 2014). These were large enclosures in which the deer roamed 
freely, left to their own devices aside from human contact through hunting (Fletcher, 2011). This 
was generally done using hounds, either to chase the deer until it was brought to bay (turned to 
face the hounds, being too exhausted to run any longer) and a hunter could kill it with a spear, or 
to drive deer towards archers waiting in a predetermined place (Fletcher, 2011). Successive es-
capes and deliberate releases of fallow deer from parks, particularly since the Second World War, 
have brought them to the point where they are widely distributed in England (Whitehead, 1964) 
(Long, 2003) (British Deer Society, 2016).  
Red, roe and fallow tend to be grouped together in opposition to the three non-native species that 
have made their home in England over the past century or so: muntjac, sika, and Chinese water 
deer. The histories of England’s non-native deer species are very much intertwined. The first few 
Reeves’ muntjac, hereafter just muntjac,11 were introduced to England at some point in the nine-
teenth century. The history of their introduction has been rather clouded with misinformation but 
it seems that their story as a free-ranging population began when a few individuals were released 
or escaped from Woburn Abbey in Bedfordshire in 1901 (Chapman, et al., 1994) (Freeman, et al., 
                                                             
 
9 There is also now a small population of free-roaming reindeer (Rangifer tarandus) in Scotland (British Deer Society, 2016). 
10 Distribution maps of all species can be viewed on the British Deer Society’s website (British Deer Society, 2016). 
11 Another muntjac species, Indian muntjac (Muntiacus muntjak) has at times been introduced to the UK but is not believed to have 
become established in the wild (Putman, 2010). A population of Indian muntjac survived around Woburn until the 1930s but did 
not thrive (Chapman, et al., 1994). 
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2016). The deer park at Woburn Abbey – an estate owned by the earls and latterly dukes of Bed-
fordshire since 1547 – has played an outsized role in England’s deer history, having brought all 
three of England’s established non-natives to the country in the late nineteenth century (along with 
many others) and in different ways contributed to them becoming established in the wild during 
the twentieth (Whitehead, 1964). The deer park did this in three ways: as mentioned earlier, some 
deer were likely deliberately released or allowed to escape; some were turned out of the deer park 
during the Second World War, when Woburn was requisitioned by the army; and some escaped 
during transfer to and establishment at other deer parks (Whitehead, 1964). The success of muntjac 
in becoming established in the English countryside has been attributed to the fact that they quickly 
reach sexual maturity, are able to breed year-round, and are comfortable inhabiting areas close to 
human beings (Freeman, et al., 2016). As I mentioned when I introduced the nativist paradigm in 
the previous chapter, this willingness to live in liminal spaces – the edgelands around human set-
tlement (Shoard, 2017) – is part of what makes us uneasy around certain non-native animals.  
Sika deer share a similar story with muntjac regarding their introduction to England. Sika were 
brought to Britain from 1860 onwards, presented to the Zoological Society of London, and then 
kept in the private collections of the landed gentry (including at Woburn Park), from which they 
then escaped or were released to become established in the wild (Ratcliffe, 1987). Unlike muntjac, 
however, they quickly became an object of the hunt – by the beginning of the twentieth century, 
sika were being hunted by the Ribblesdale Buckhounds in Lancashire, North West England, and 
were favoured for providing good chase (Whitehead, 1980). The establishment of sika for hunting 
the area was achieved by initially keeping the herd in a deer park and turning out the calves every 
year, letting them establish in the surrounding countryside (Whitehead, 1980). Just north of Lan-
cashire, in the Lake District, Sika have hybridised with red deer (Ratcliffe, 1987) (Smith, et al., 
2018). Chinese water deer are the least numerous of the introduced species so far, remaining fairly 
local to South East England (British Deer Society, 2016). Again, the history of their introduction 
is somewhat obscured – they may have been released or escaped from captivity from around 1850, 
but records from before 1900 do not appear to exist (Long, 2003). Again, Woburn Park makes an 
appearance in deer history, with Chinese water deer having arrived there in 1900 – some later 
escaped, and some were transferred from there to other parks and to Whipsnade Zoo, from where 
they also escaped (Whitehead, 1964) (Long, 2003). 
When it came to the process of narrowing down the scope of this thesis, whether or not to include 
all six species or to focus on just one was an ongoing consideration. They are differently valued 
and differently entangled in the web of connections that is the English landscape assemblage.12 
Ultimately, however, as my explorations of the topic went on, I decided that splitting them up and 
focusing on just one species would mean missing essential parts of the story about deer population 
increase. Different narratives about deer population increase can both elide differences between 
species or play them up. On the one hand, population increase is not usually talked about in regard 
to individual species, but instead applied to the six species as a monolithic entity, ‘deer’. On the 
other, when it comes to attributing blame for the damage caused about deer population increase, 
the nativist paradigm kicks in and non-natives are disproportionately held responsible. I explore 
the similarities and difference between the ways different species of deer are valued in England 
further in the coming chapters. 

  

                                                             
 
12 It was easier to exclude the at least 23 other species held in captivity in various parks and zoos in the UK (British Deer Society, 
2019). Although they are an interesting phenomenon in their own right and could well become the free-ranging species of the future 
in similar ways to muntjac, sika and Chinese water deer, they are not counted as part of the population increase in question. 
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4. Knowing the beast 

Generally, articles or broadcasts in the British media about problems with deer, as well as educa-
tional websites, will provide two particular pieces of information: an estimate of the UK-wide deer 
population (either 1.5 or 2 million) and a caveat saying that this estimate may not be totally accu-
rate. Below are a few typical examples, ranging over the past seven years: 
 

At present, there may be as many as 2 million deer in the UK. How-
ever, accurate assessment of deer numbers is very difficult because 
deer are secretive animals and are free to roam the landscape.13 
 
Well, there are more than a million deer in Britain, some people 
reckon up to one and a half million deer […] Now these population 
figures can only be estimates. Deer numbers are incredibly difficult 
to calculate, so it’s difficult to say whether numbers are increasing 
overall.14 

 
The true scale of the problem is hard to gauge, but our best guess is 
that there might now be as many as 1.5m deer in the UK, at least 
half of them in Scotland; more than at any time since the last ice 
age.15 
 
The deer population in the UK is at the highest it has been for at 
least 1,000 years, at around two million.16 

 
Although the population estimates given are qualified with phrases such as “[t]he true scale of the 
problem is hard to gauge” or “accurate assessment of deer numbers is very difficult”, these provi-
sions look somewhat redundant when a number is indeed given. The figure sticks in the mind of 
the reader, no matter how accurate it is. And, as I will show later on in this chapter, its reliability 
is very much in doubt.17 This chapter is an exploration of how deer population increase has figured 
in the English landscape assemblage since 1800: how it has become visible, how it is known, and 
the ways in which it is fought over in the moot. First, I take a look at the available historical 
evidence for deer population increase and explore some of the likely causes for it. Next, I investi-
gate the origins of the 1.5 million and 2 million estimations of UK deer population and discuss the 
ways in which they are wielded with power, as science, to represent deer ‘objectively’ in the moot. 
Finally, I explore the issues and debates connected to deer population increase – the ways in which 

                                                             
 
13 (Deer Initiative, 2012) 
14 (Shared Planet, 2014) 
15 (Flyn, 2018a) 
16 (Jones, 2019) 
17 Note also the discrepancy between the two quotes that gave an estimate of when the deer population had last been at such a level 
– 1,000 years ago, or over 11,000 years ago (the last ice age). 
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understandings of deer population increase in the moot have come to influence the negotiations of 
deer lives and deaths. 

4.1. Historical population increase 
 

 
At the start of the time period I am concerned with, there is evidence to suggest that deer popula-
tions were at a historic low – both red and roe were very rare in England, as I outlined in the 
previous chapter, and most of the non-natives were yet to be introduced. The long-standing non-
native, fallow deer, was in a much better state population-wise than red or roe but largely in its 
semi-domesticated form in parks (Whitehead, 1964) (Long, 2003). Many fallow escaped or were 
released from parks during the English Civil Wars in the seventeenth century, contributing to a 
free-ranging population – some of them were hunted or recaptured, some remained feral and likely 
formed the basis of certain herds still extant in the latter half of the twentieth century (Long, 2003). 
After the fashion for deer parks reignited in the eighteenth century, the number of fallow deer kept 
in English parks reached around 72,000 by 1892 (Whitehead, 1964) (Long, 2003). Many of these 
fallow deer, in turn, were released or escaped from their parks during wartime; in both the First 
and Second World War, large numbers of the country estates where deer parks existed were req-
uisitioned by the War Office, who allowed many deer to escape (Whitehead, 1964).  
It is unlikely that deer populations increased in a linear fashion from the historic low of the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century to the point where we are today. However, the broad-brush historical 

Figure 1 – ‘Sunshine: Balmoral in 1860 or Death of the Royal Stag with the Queen riding up to congratulate His Royal 
Highness’, by Sir Edwin Landseer (Landseer, 1860). Prince Albert is standing in the foreground with a gun resting on 
his shoulder, next to the red deer stag he has just killed. Queen Victoria is depicted at the back of the scene, arriving 
at the kill on a horse led by John Brown, her favourite servant. The man holding the antlers of the stag is John Grant, 
keeper at Balmoral. 
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trajectory of deer population increase has been traced using indicators such as the legislation en-
acted around them and changes in the landscape that benefited or disadvantaged them (Phillip, et 
al., 2009). This way, the roots of the rise in deer population can be traced to the early nineteenth 
century, when the area of land dedicated to deer stalking rose rapidly because of at least three 
factors: the increased availability of cheap land due to the collapse of the sheep market; Prince 
Albert’s trend-setting enthusiasm for deer stalking; and the growing number of rich industrialists 
seeking to translate their new-found wealth into social status through hunting (Phillip, et al., 2009). 
Prince Albert (the husband of Queen Victoria) came to be quite obsessed with deer stalking as a 
hobby: during the royal family’s yearly trips to Balmoral, the Scottish estate they leased in 1848 
and then purchased in 1852, he would go out stalking almost daily – in 1853 he shot 26 stags in 
six weeks (Hoyle, 2007). The prestige of the activity in the Victorian age is visible in Landseer’s 
painting of Prince Albert taking part in deer stalking (Figure 1). In it, he takes centre stage, standing 
tall and proud as the vanquisher of an impressive-looking red deer stag. Nearly all eyes on are on 
him – the dogs look up to him, the stag looks up to him, and even the Queen’s eyes are fixed on 
him as she comes over the horizon. Images like Landseer’s helped create the perception of deer 
stalking as a status-enhancing activity for the upwardly mobile businessman, which, along with 
other kinds of field sports such as gamebird shooting and fox hunting, became increasingly popular 
for the newly wealthy over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (Hoyle, 2007). All of these trends 
together led to a growing area of the English landscape being managed for deer, which enabled a 
broad trend of deer population increase (Phillip, et al., 2009). Another later factor in overall deer 
population rise, particularly since the turn of the twentieth century, has been the introduction of 
non-native species, the three most numerous in England being the aforementioned muntjac, sika 
and Chinese water deer. Although the initial number of individuals released was likely low, their 
populations have expanded over the past century due to a confluence of factors, which I explain 
in greater detail in chapter five.  
Getting a more detailed picture of historical deer populations, rather than the broad upward sweep 
I have detailed, would require a research project of a size greater than is possible for a master’s 
thesis. One way of doing it would be to analyse game books, the records of hunts kept by individ-
uals, gamekeepers, and estates which detail the number and species of deer killed in a certain area. 
An existing project in this vein is the Game & Wildlife Conservation Trust’s National Gamebag 
Census (NGC), which collects data on the numbers of various game animals, including deer, shot 
annually (Game & Wildlife Conservation Trust, 2019a). This data is not conducive to giving an 
estimate of population numbers, but the number of deer shot on a particular estate is one indicator 
of their growth, decline or continuing presence in that area. Interpreting this data is not straight-
forward, however, as the number of deer killed depends not only on how many are present but on 
the effort made to shoot them, which is based on a great number of context-specific and species-
specific variables (Game & Wildlife Conservation Trust, 2019b). The NGC has published bag data 
on red and roe dating back to 1900 and fallow from the 1960s. Muntjac become visible in the 
records from 1980 and sika from 1984. Too few records of Chinese water deer have been received 
to provide trend data but they begin to feature in NGC records from 1994. Although more detailed 
information on deer population trends in the earlier years of my landscape assemblage remains 
elusive for now, the data from the British Deer Society’s Deer Distribution Surveys gives a good 
indication of the expanding range of different deer species over the past 60 years (British Deer 
Society, 2016). A 2005 paper by ecologist Alastair Ward consolidating the results of surveys car-
ried about by the British Deer Society from 1972–2002 showed that the ranges of all species across 
England and Scotland grew over the time period at a compound rate of 0.3% a year for red, 2.3% 
a year for roe, 1.8% a year for fallow, 8.2% a year for muntjac, 5.3% a year for sika and 2% for 
Chinese water deer (Ward, 2005).18 Ward acknowledges that these rates of range expansion are an 

                                                             
 
18 Unfortunately for my purposes, the paper combines the data from England and Scotland, areas that, as explained in the back-
ground chapter, I prefer to consider separately because they are different landscape assemblages, despite their territorial continuity. 
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“over-simplification of the pattern of range spread” (p. 170) – they paint a broad picture of growing 
populations, but necessarily smooth over the details. As Ward argues, this is not possible without 
“regular, thorough national surveys”, for which the resources and political will are lacking.  

4.2. How many millions? 
Since Ward’s 2005 paper no such survey has taken place. And yet, as I detailed in the introduction 
to this chapter, estimates of UK-wide deer population are frequently deployed in popular articles 
about deer. Tracing the origins of these population estimates was a somewhat frustrating endeav-
our. As far as I have managed to ascertain, the 1.5 million estimate is derived from a POSTnote, a 
publication from the UK’s Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology designed to brief its 
members on public policy issues (Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology, 2009). The 
four-page POSTnote 325, titled ‘Wild Deer’, gives population estimates for each species, qualified 
as “approximate and contentious”, which add up to just under or just over 1.5 million, depending 
on whether you choose the upper or lower bounds of the estimates (Parliamentary Office of 
Science and Technology, 2009).19 The citation given for these figures is a personal communication 
with the Deer Initiative, an organisation self-described as a “broad partnership of statutory, volun-
tary and private interests dedicated to ensuring the delivery of a sustainable, well-managed wild 
deer population in England and Wales” (Deer Initiative, 2002). I spoke to the Deer Initiative via 
email about population estimates, initially asking them where the estimate of the UK deer popula-
tion at 2 million provided on their website came from (Deer Initiative, 2012). In response, they 
said it was “only an estimate” and directed me to POSTnote 325. Although I pointed out in re-
sponse that the source given for the population estimates in POSTnote 325 was a personal com-
munication with the Deer Initiative, details of who made them or the research they were based on 
were not forthcoming. I also asked the British Deer Society (BDS), a charity that “promotes deer 
education, research and management best practice to ensure a healthy and sustainable deer popu-
lation in balance with the environment”, about the population estimates (British Deer Society, 
2015a). In their response to my query, the BDS concurred that the 1.5 million estimate likely came 
from the POSTnote and suggested that the 2 million figure was an updated estimate due to the 
time that has elapsed since it was published in 2009. The BDS said that due to it being “extremely 
difficult” to get “accurate estimates of deer numbers given their secretive nature and the habitats 
they prefer”, the organisation prefers to use records of presence as an indicator of population in-
crease, published in their recurring Deer Distribution Survey (last issued in 2016) (British Deer 
Society, 2016).  
Despite the efforts of the Deer Initiative and POSTnote 325 to make it clear that the figures are 
only estimations, that the UK has a deer population of approximately 2 million seems to have 
become something of a ‘factoid’, “an item of unreliable information that is reported and repeated 
so often that it becomes accepted as fact” (Oxford Dictionary, 2019). It seems only to be sustained 
by circular referencing but has been picked up and used by the British media as a handy factoid 
for use in articles about problems caused by deer. The disconnect between the regularity and con-
fidence with which these deer population estimates are given in the media and the difficulty I had 
in tracing their origin and the data they were based on was one of the first things that piqued my 
interest in writing this thesis. I was intrigued to explore the logic behind their use. The theory that 
I found shed the most light on this was Bruno Latour’s theory of modernity as a period character-
ised by a division between nature and society, where the proper representation of humans is as-
signed to politics and the proper representation of everything non-human (including animals) is 
assigned to science (Latour, 1993). This tendency was particularly powerful in political debates 
                                                             
 
19 The estimates are given as follows. Red: >350,000, roe: >800,000, fallow: 150,000–200,000, muntjac: >150,000, sika: 
~35,000, Chinese water deer: <10,000. 
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over hunting in England during the latter half of the twentieth and the early twenty-first century. 
Forms of hunting which were able to make themselves modern and defend their activities using 
science, such as wildfowling, were allowed to continue, whereas other forms of hunting that failed 
to modernise and use science to their advantage, such as otter hunting, were banned (Matless, et 
al., 2005) (Watkins, et al., 2007). As rural geographer Michael Woods argued in relation to the 
political debates leading up the 2004 ban on hunting with hounds in England and Wales: 

The discourse of modernism insists that the representation of non-
humans is the province of science, and therefore that when questions 
about non-humans enter the political arena it is on the basis of sci-
entific representations that decisions should be made. Science is pre-
sented as a panacea which overcomes the problems of bias inherent 
to other forms of representation and provides objective, factual in-
formation from which rational judgements can be made. Yet science 
fails to perform this role in relation to hunting because the appropri-
ate scientific knowledge does not exist.20 

Here Woods is writing about scientific knowledge of the impacts of hunting on foxes at the time. 
In my case, the appropriate scientific knowledge that does not exist is of England’s deer popula-
tion, but this has not stopped the population estimates being used to represent deer in political 
debates, the content of which I look into in greater detail in section 4.3. First, however, I look in 
greater detail at how and why the population estimates carry such a scientific aura with them, even 
while they are being qualified as only estimates.  
There are two main factors at work here. Firstly, numbers have power – quantification gives the 
impression of scientific objectivity, which in turn bestows authority (Porter, 1995). When animal 
populations are quantified, the authority that rests in the number can be used by different interested 
parties to support the policies they desire (Cushing & Frawley, 2018). In this case, the high deer 
population estimates are used by organisations like the Deer Initiative to support their position that 
human management of deer populations is necessary (Deer Initiative, 2012). Secondly, there is the 
impression given by these figures in particular (rather than by the deployment of figures in gen-
eral), which is related to the slightly unmanageable nature of millions. People tend not to be very 
good at understanding big numbers – particularly, “numbers in the range of 1 million to 1 trillion 
are notoriously difficult to understand” (Landy, et al., 2013). When it comes to estimating numbers 
of animals, a million tends to sound like a lot. For example, a 2017 study that estimated that one 
million birds were killed per day by feral and pet cats in Australia was greeted with public outrage, 
leading to calls for the cats to be killed (Woinarskia, et al., 2017) (Cushing & Frawley, 2018). 
When put in context, however, the one-million-per-day figure was not so huge – the total land bird 
population of Australia at the time was estimated to be 10.9 billion, meaning that annually just 
3.6% of the native bird population was killed by cats, which is somewhat less worrying 
(Woinarskia, et al., 2017). When it comes to deer, 1.5 or 2 million sounds big and impressive and 
a bit scary and therefore sends a message – we have a problem on our hands. A parallel might be 
drawn with the ‘fact’ about rats often quoted by British people that persists despite its falsity – that 
you’re never more than six feet (1.8 metres) away from one (Pritchard, 2012). As people rarely 
actually see rats, it serves to make them mysteriously and terrifyingly abundant. Similarly, being 
presented with the ‘fact’ that there are two million deer in the UK makes you wonder – where is 
this massive horde hiding? 
The estimates of the UK deer population I have discussed in this section and the connections sur-
rounding them are part of the English landscape assemblage, contributing to the perception of deer 
population increase as a problem and affecting how deer are valued by different parties in the 
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moot. As I have shown, the estimates are influential in the moot because they appear scientific and 
in modernist discourse science is seen as the proper, objective medium for representing animals. 

4.3. Consequences and concerns 
This section looks at how deer population increase was explained and understood by my inter-
viewees and the problems they associated with it. Elizabeth mentioned population unprompted 
after I asked her to describe what she did for her job, suggesting the issue of deer population 
increase was high on her radar: 

Elizabeth: […] they have increased exponentially in the last, cer-
tainly in the last five years […] whatever’s happening, we have more 
deer. I mean there are more deer around on the roads, there are more 
deer, you know [the farm] next door, you see more deer there now 
than you used to. 

Her statement that deer numbers have increased exponentially over the past five years is particu-
larly interesting. Elizabeth told me she had been working on the estate for 24 years and that deer 
“weren’t much of a concern” when she started. Her observations align with what we would expect 
from the available historical data on roe deer presence, the species most prevalent in the area in 
which she works. Northumberland was one of the few English counties where roe were being shot 
in 1960, according to NGC data, and there was a “significant and sustained” increase in the bag 
index in England between 1970 and 2009 (Aebischer, et al., 2011) (Game & Wildlife Conservation 
Trust, 2019c). Elizabeth’s observations do suggest, however, that the trend might have intensified 
in recent years. This view was backed up by another interviewee from the area, Daniel, who said 
when I asked him about deer populations that “the numbers are growing, definitely, in Northum-
berland anyway, I would say”. 
Michael had also observed a recent and marked increase in deer populations in his area in the East 
of England, in this case of roe and Chinese water deer. He situated his observations relative to the 
wider context of national deer population increase, as reported in media he reads about deer: 

Michael: […] it’s reported in things like the British Deer Society 
magazine […] that deer populations are at an all-time high. Having 
said that, I am seeing now, over the last certainly ten years, Chinese 
water deer in areas that I have never seen them in the previous 
twenty years, so they have expanded their, albeit still relatively local 
[…] range quite considerably. In thirty years, up until probably 
seven years ago, I’d seen one roe deer in our area. I’ve actually 
culled four this year because we have quite a number of them on 
some farmland that I shoot over, and I am regularly seeing roe deer 
now. So certainly they have moved into our area, quite significantly, 
in the last seven or eight years I would say.  
Holly: That’s interesting. So it seems like quite a recent increase, or 
that it’s become really noticeable recently? 
Michael: Yeah, I think that’s probably what it is, that it’s become 
quite noticeable fairly recently. They’ve probably been there, but in 
maybe lower numbers, for some time, but as deer are relatively se-
cretive, you know you’re not necessarily, particularly, you know 
this might sound a bit daft, but particularly if you’re not looking for 
roe deer, you might not see roe deer, do you see what I mean? Be-
cause of the places that, the habitat that they are, the way that, when 
you see them etcetera, so if you’re not expecting to see a roe deer, 



 
 

26 

very often, you’re probably not seeing one even though there might 
be one there. 

Deer population increase in Michael’s experience has only become marked fairly recently, within 
the last seven or eight years. Similarly to the quote from Elizabeth, there is a theme of visibility 
here – as she said, “you see more deer […] than you used to”, as Michael said, deer population 
increase “has become quite noticeable fairly recently” – with deer population increase being con-
nected to the places in which the interviewees did not expect to see deer. In Michael’s case, he 
wasn’t expecting to see roe deer in his area of the country, so he wasn’t looking for them in the 
places he goes shooting, making their eventual appearance notable. In Elizabeth’s case, she wasn’t 
used to seeing deer so close to the village, so their appearance on the farm next door was signifi-
cant. I investigate the connections between ideas of place and deer population increase in the moot 
further in chapter six. 
Deer population increase becoming visible within the last decade was also the case with Richard, 
in London, where he explained how deer had only recently become seen as an animal falling under 
his organisation’s remit: 

Holly: So, can you explain to me a bit the areas [your organisation] 
covers and how deer fit into that? 
Richard: OK, so we are a nature conservation charity […] and our 
area of interest in terms of what we do, is obviously the protection, 
conservation, and promotion of the natural environment within the 
city. So that’s everything from habitats and spaces through to spe-
cies and people’s relationship to those. So deer being the kind of 
largest terrestrial mammals that we’ll find in London are part of that 
picture. And they’ve become more of that picture in the last sort of 
decade than they were previously. 
Holly: OK. That’s interesting you say the last decade, so it’s quite a 
quick change. 
Richard: That’s right, yes, I mean I can go back through our publi-
cations and deer hardly feature until the last, as I say, ten years or 
so. 

Richard’s observations are very much in line with those of Elizabeth, Daniel and Michael (and 
with my own observations of deer in England over my lifetime, which I wrote about in the intro-
duction to this thesis), that deer population increase has become very visible within the last decade. 
With this visibility has come concerns over its impacts. The two main concerns my interviewees 
identified as connected in some way to deer population increase were about deer spreading disease 
and deer on roads.  
I discussed deer and disease with four of my interviewees. With some, they talked more about how 
population increase led to higher rates of disease amongst deer – Michael said significant popula-
tion increase “may precipitate more disease in deer”, and Daniel mentioned that he had managed 
to reduce rates of lungworm by reducing the number of deer in an area. Joseph and Elizabeth both 
mentioned ways in which disease related to deer could affect humans, in this case by acting as a 
host for ticks, which carry Lyme disease (Borrelia): 

Joseph: I mean you’ve got to watch out for ticks and various other 
things, because there’s Lyme’s disease to worry about. 
Elizabeth: And that’s another thing, I mean we haven’t noticed it 
personally, but I know that there is an increase in Lyme disease, just 
nationally, seems to be more common […] the dog, she gets lots of 
ticks. My old dog I think had two in her entire life, but [the current 
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one] can have half a dozen in a week, so they’re definitely […] 
around. 

Neither Joseph nor Elizabeth explicitly related their concerns about Lyme disease to deer popula-
tion increase. However, it is interesting that they were both concerned about it as being perceived 
as dangerous and diseased is a common feature of trash animals. It doesn’t seem like deer are 
generally seen in this way at the moment, with disease-related feelings of disgust mainly being 
directed towards the ticks, but there is a certain wariness growing around Lyme disease that may 
come to affect how deer are valued in the future. In Sweden, where incidences of Lyme disease 
and concerns about it are higher than in England, there have been calls for higher levels of deer 
culling to fight against Lyme disease – deer have become a target, made killable, as vectors of 
ticks and disease (Bull, 2018). If concerns about Lyme disease continue to rise in England the 
same change in value could come about. This seems to have happened once before, but not stuck 
– Elizabeth talked about one way in which she had previously feared deer as vectors of disease, 
bringing up the 2001 outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease in the UK which led to the slaughter of 
nearly four million livestock animals and left emotional scars on rural areas (Convery, et al., 2005) 
(BBC News, 2011): 

Elizabeth: […] I thought the foot-and-mouth thing could have been 
a real disaster […] because nobody could control the deer, they 
couldn’t vaccinate them, they couldn’t catch them, they could never 
shoot them all, then they were going to spread it anyhow. 

This entanglement of pathogen and deer in the moot served to make the deer killable, in that they 
became part of what Haraway calls the logic of sacrifice – their lives were up for exchange for the 
lives of others, treated as part of a calculation involving “so much animal pain, so much human 
good, add it up, kill so many animals, call it sacrifice” (Haraway, 2007). Here, where the percep-
tion of threat was much stronger than that of Lyme disease, Elizabeth describes deer as something 
the moot would have agreed sacrifice to protect farmers’ livelihoods and other animals from foot-
and-mouth disease, if it could have done. Deer were too many and too far from human control, 
however, for this sacrifice to take place. 
The second concern connected to deer population increase by my interviewees was brought up by 
Elizabeth, Michael, and Richard. Deer on the road came up a few separate times in my conversa-
tion with Elizabeth, who as we saw in her previous quote, linked deer population increase to there 
being “more deer around on the roads”. She was worried about hitting a deer in her car, seeming 
concerned both about the deer themselves as well as the danger to her and the potential damage to 
her vehicle: 

Elizabeth: […] if you go along the road that runs right through [the 
village] then there are several points where you’ll see deer fairly 
regularly and you’ve got to be really careful at night, because they’ll 
just jump across the road and if you see one there’s usually two and 
quite often three. 
Elizabeth: […] they’re quite dangerous, if you’re riding your bike 
and they suddenly just trundle into the road. 
Elizabeth: […] anybody who’s had […] their car smashed by a 
deer, changes their view of them […] when we got our new car, I 
stopped coming this way at night, I would go round the long way 
[…] I’m always looking for eyes shining in the trees, because some-
times you do see that, but not always. Just, no, I couldn’t bear it. 

Through deer being increasingly present on roads, population increase is having the effect of mak-
ing England’s deer seem dangerous. As Elizabeth said, having your car smashed by a deer changes 
your view of them – they become a danger to avoid, altering the experience of driving at night to 
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make it full of trepidation. This is one way in which deer are becoming valued in similar ways to 
trash animals in the moot. As Nagy and Johnson write, “threatening”, “dangerous”, and “destruc-
tive” are all words used to describe trash animals, who are feared, not because they might attack 
or otherwise intentionally harm a human, but for the damage they can cause to people and their 
property. When I asked Elizabeth what might be done to prevent deer-vehicle collisions, she was 
somewhat fatalistic: 

Elizabeth: […] Yeah, I think you just have to be aware. You just 
have to be aware. But even then they can just suddenly leap over 
and land on you, so it’s just luck I suppose really. 

Elizabeth’s view – that deer-vehicle collisions can be mitigated against through awareness but are 
ultimately inevitable – is akin to a negotiated agreement in the moot between people and deer in 
England: there are no legal penalties attached to killing a deer on the road, and no special rules of 
the road in areas where deer are known to be present (only warning signs, now fairly ubiquitous 
in the English countryside). It is also a way in which deer are made killable. A deer’s death on the 
road today is seen as regrettable, sad even, but not something to feel bad about, as it was uninten-
tional on the part of the driver who hit them. Deer deaths on the road are not unintentional, how-
ever, from a systemic point of view. They are baked into the road system, what environmental 
historian Gary Kroll calls the ‘snarge matrix’: the network of “wildlife, infrastructural environ-
ments, the people and technologies that travel through them, and the people who design, study, 
and maintain them”, arranged in such a way as to trade off a certain number of human and animal 
lives for speed (Kroll, 2018). Again, the logic of sacrifice Haraway identified is in play – a certain 
number of deer lives are sacrificed in the interest of swift transportation. In the snarge matrix, deer 
are made killable, and something like the death of a deer on the road 

rarely registers on our moral radar, probably because the agent of 
killing – mass acceleration – is structurally baked into almost eve-
rything we do. This is a peculiar malady of the Anthropocene; by 
participating in an accelerated mode of life, we have involuntarily 
become thoughtless killers of wildlife.21 

As Haraway argues, to kill thoughtlessly is to make an animal killable (Haraway, 2007). The 
snarge matrix as it is today developed almost entirely within my time period – in 1800, there were 
no steam railways in England and no cars, and it is hard to imagine a way in which someone might 
have accidentally killed a deer. There has been a significant change in the way deer are valued in 
the moot since then: on the road, deer have been made killable and are seen in similar ways to 
trash animals, as dangerous and destructive. In the snarge matrix, deer population increase has 
come together with industrialisation – the invention of the steam engine, the discovery of tarmac, 
the mass production of cars – to make deer killable. 
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5. Hunting and eating deer 

This chapter explores how deer population increase is intertwined with the ways in which people 
in England have hunted and eaten deer. I have already written about some of the ways in which 
hunting has historically been a cause of deer population increase: in the background chapter, I 
explained how fallow deer and, much later, sika were introduced to England for the purpose of 
hunting; in chapter 4, I covered how the availability of cheap land, along with the popularisation 
and elite status of deer stalking as a sport, led to growth in the area of land managed for deer 
stalking and an attendant growth in deer populations. This chapter is an exploration of the ways in 
which my interviewees related hunting and deer population increase. As with other chapters, I both 
use my interviewees as guides to the areas of the landscape assemblage I should be exploring and 
understand them as part of the assemblage themselves. 
I begin by explaining the formalities – the codified constitution of the moot, if you will – of the 
relationships between deer and deer hunters: the laws, institutions and organisations that have at-
tempted to govern them over the past two centuries. I examine how these institutions have con-
tributed to deer population increase and been shaped by it in turn. I then move on to the less formal 
interconnections between hunters and deer that figure in deer population increase – the accidental, 
the unintentional, the illicit and the unforeseen. At the end of the chapter, all comes together to 
weave a dense net of interconnections producing and processing deer population increase in the 
English landscape assemblage. 

5.1. The hunters take their assigned seats 
Hunting is an integral part of the landscape assemblage this thesis is exploring. If the landscape 
assemblage is where the world-making projects of humans and deer meet, the moot where they 
negotiate life and death, hunting is a significant channel through which they do so. The primary 
means of managing deer in England is through hunting, much of it done recreationally – by people 
who pay to do it rather than people who are paid to do it (Parliamentary Office of Science and 
Technology, 2009). The hunting of deer is only loosely regulated by the state. Currently, the Deer 
Act 1991 governs who may kill deer (anyone with the right kind of gun licence and permission 
from the owner of the land they shoot on), when (season and time of day), how (with what weap-
ons), and in which extenuating circumstances (such as mercy killings of deer accidentally hit by 
vehicles). Before this, the most recent major legislative development around hunting deer was the 
Deer Act 1963, which was built upon but repealed by the 1991 act. The 1963 act introduced Eng-
land-wide ‘close seasons’ (times of the year when hunting is prohibited) for red, fallow, sika and 
roe and regulated the weapons used for killing deer, prohibiting the use of weaker shotguns 
(Whitehead, 1980). The introduction of these protective measures, concerned with ensuring that 
deer deaths were quicker, was one way in which deer were made less killable during the twentieth 
century, a sign of people treating them as subjects who can feel pain rather than as objects to be 
disposed of. Interestingly, the increasing visibility of deer population increase seems to have been 
a force behind the introduction of more humane deer management practices – according to Forestry 
England, the organisation recruited its first employee to deal with deer in 1958 due to deer numbers 
having increased, and this ‘game warden’ implemented a control programme inspired by the Ger-
man practice of using rifles to cull deer rather than shotguns (Forestry England, personal commu-
nication). A major legislative development further back was the Game Act of 1831, which made 
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it legal in England (under licensed conditions) to trade in venison, which had been prohibited since 
1603, and abolished requirements for those wishing to hunt deer to hold a certain amount of prop-
erty (Whitehead, 1980) (Phillip, et al., 2009). These legal developments encouraged the growth of 
English deer populations. The 1831 act, for instance, supported the growth of deer stalking as a 
sport, allowing new classes of hunters to join in. The 1963 act protected deer with the introduction 
of close seasons, which are timed to allow female deer to raise fawns (British Deer Society, 2015c). 
Deer population increase has affected the shape of legislation as well as being affected by it. For 
example, the Deer Act 1991 was updated with the Regulatory Reform (Deer) (England and Wales) 
Order 2007 in response to the perception that deer population, damage and nuisance had increased 
(House of Commons Regulatory Reform Committee, 2007). The reform order amended the sched-
ule of close seasons, added close seasons for Chinese water deer and red/sika hybrids, and reduced 
the size and power of the rifle required for shooting Chinese water deer and muntjac. Some of my 
interviewees discussed these changes and pointed to ways in which they figured in recent deer 
population increase. When it came to close seasons, for example, Daniel discussed how the season 
for female roe deer (does) had been changed by the 2007 reform order, allowing them to be shot 
in March where previously this month was off-limits, in a way he was uncomfortable with: 

Daniel: I wasn’t a big fan of… [there] used to be a close season for 
the roe does in March, and they’ve extended [the open season]. And 
I know why, and that’s because the numbers are growing, but I don’t 
like the fact because they’re quite heavily pregnant at that time […] 
the idea I know is to shoot the heavily pregnant does because if you 
get to that you know you’re taking two away as well, I personally 
find it distasteful, so I tend not to do it. I’d be much happier retaining 
the close season in March, just to give them a breather, let them just 
you know, get on. But that’s just a personal thing. The actual reason 
behind it all is sound, that’s just not what I want to do. And it’s not 
my job so I don’t have to. If I was getting paid to do it well then I 
would do it. 

Here, Daniel has identified a way in which deer population increase has begun to change the value 
of certain deer. Heavily pregnant does used to be nigh on untouchable but now, because of the 
desire to arrest population increase, they are not. Although the idea of shooting one is unappealing 
to Daniel, he does not hold it as so strong an ethical taboo that he would not do it if it was his job. 
This is an example of deer population increase causing some deer to become more killable 
(Haraway, 2007). The moral weight of their deaths is being reduced because of the perception that 
there is too many of them, a devaluation which has been codified in the law of the land. In this 
same legal structure muntjac are made even more killable than roe does, being exempt from close 
seasons entirely. The justification usually given for this is that, unlike other species of deer, they 
don’t have a set yearly breeding season, meaning there isn’t a specific time that can be set aside 
for females to rear young. However, there could be an alternative provision in the law to prevent 
the shooting of muntjac with dependent young, but there isn’t. The killability of the muntjac, en-
shrined in the English landscape through the law, seems related to both deer population increase 
and to the nativist paradigm – muntjac are both too many and of the wrong sort. Their lives are 
less protected by the law governing hunting deer as they are seen as a worryingly successful inva-
sive species, not belonging in England and therefore more killable than the country’s native spe-
cies. 
I explored another facet of hunting law with Joseph, who brought up gun legislation in response 
to my final question: “Do you think there’s anything I’ve missed?” We didn’t discuss gun laws 
directly in relation to population increase, but I have him to thank for alerting me to their influence. 
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Joseph explained how the combination of the ammunition and power of the rifle required for 
shooting deer22 meant a certain arrangement of deer, land and stalker was required to take a shot: 

Joseph: […] it’s got expanding ammunition and the idea is it will 
not over-penetrate in the deer. It’s too big really because they tend 
to over-penetrate, you will find an exit wound on the deer. But a 
.243 round travels at over 3,000 feet a second, it will travel two and 
a half miles, if not further, and still have the power to kill you, so if 
you’re shooting a deer, you’ve got to have a backstop, whether that 
be woodland, or a hill, or something like that. 

As Joseph explains, deer must be shot with a backstop – you can’t shoot a deer that’s standing on 
the top of a hill, and it must have a bank or forest behind it (or, alternatively, the shooter must be 
on a high seat aiming for the ground). You also must shoot during the day time – night shooting is 
prohibited apart from by special license. All of this comes together to make gun laws as they stand 
in the 1991 Deer Act affect the ability of hunters to control deer numbers, limiting the situations 
in which it is safe to cull them. This is particularly the case in times and places where other people 
are likely to be around, such as in urban areas. The increasing presence of deer in urban areas and 
how this has affected people’s view of deer will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter; 
for now, all I need say is that England’s urban deer population is increasing in number and visibil-
ity (Natural England, 2008). I discussed how this relates to gun laws with Richard, who explained 
that even if the desire was there to cull deer who live in urban areas, it would be very difficult to 
do so with a rifle: 

Richard: […] there’s some additional things in urban areas, so first 
and foremost is the use of a rifle, it’s illegal. You can get a licence 
to use them, but there are quite understandably particularly stringent 
rules that apply. So to be able to actually undertake a cull through 
shooting – and there is a way of doing it – is incredibly, very very 
difficult. Yes, the Royal Parks are able to do it on their land, and 
they do that in a particular controlled manner. They have to under-
take quite a lot of preparatory work and that kind of stuff. 

It is possible that urban areas have become something of a safe haven for deer, particularly in 
suburbs where road traffic is slow, food is plentiful (in the form of well-kept gardens), and they 
cannot be shot. For deer populations to become comfortably urban requires quite the adaptation 
from their usual habitat preferences, given the presence of humans, pet dogs, and relative lack of 
tree cover, but the fallow herd living in London that I mentioned in the introduction have proved 
that it is possible. As Richard mentioned, the managers of the Royal Parks are able to cull their 
deer (there are red and fallow herds in Richmond, Greenwich and Bushy parks), but as he said, 
this is not a simple operation due to the difficulties of using a rifle in an urban area. For future 
urban deer population increase, there is also the consideration that urban dwellers might not be in 
favour of deer being culled: Richard said that generally hunting is “deeply unpopular” is urban 
areas and that a great deal of communications work would need to be done convince the London 
public to support a deer cull, if indeed one turned out to be necessary (which he said there wasn’t 
the evidence for at the moment). The Royal Parks seem highly aware of this – on their website, 
they are at pains to explain why they cannot use contraceptives to manage the deer and why culling 
is necessary (The Royal Parks, 2014).  

                                                             
 
22 In England, under the terms of the Deer Act 1991, stalkers are required to shoot deer using a rifle with a calibre of no less than 
.240 inches and muzzle energy of no less than 1,700 foot-pounds, using soft-nosed or hollow-nosed bullets. Exemptions to this 
were made in the 2007 reform for muntjac and Chinese water deer, which can be killed using a rifle with a calibre of no less than 
.220 inches and muzzle energy of no less than 1,000 foot-pounds. 
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Whether and how the current laws governing how deer are killed and with what weapons are 
adapted to respond to the urban situation would be a test of how killable deer become. If the law 
were to be changed to allow less powerful weapons – or methods used in pest control like trapping, 
darting, and poisoning – to be used to kill deer in urban areas, it would indicate that deer were 
becoming less valued compared to the situation at the time of the 1991 Deer Act, when the laws 
for shooting deer were designed with the aim of ensuring swift and humane deaths, rather than 
with population control in mind. As mentioned above, the 2007 reform order did make some steps 
in the direction of prioritising population control, allowing for muntjac and Chinese water deer to 
be shot with a rifle of reduced size and power compared to other species of deer and shortening 
the close season for female red, sika, roe and fallow deer. Guns and gun laws are very much part 
of the landscape assemblage I am exploring – they have both helped to produce and responded to 
deer population increase.  
Other than through legislation, the state stands at a distance from deer and deer hunting. Unlike 
other countries in Europe and even countries within the United Kingdom (Scotland), the govern-
ment sets no quotas and imposes no reporting requirements on deer hunters (Putman, 2010). Put-
man et al. classify it as a ‘Type E’ country for deer management, where “there is virtually no state 
regulation or intervention” (Putman, et al., 2011, pp. 71-78). Underneath the law, there is a com-
plicated structure to get to grips with, a bricolage of institutions and individuals that all have a say 
in the lives and deaths of different groups of deer. The key players above the individual level are 
Natural England, Forestry England (previously the Forestry Commission, split into three parts and 
renamed as of April 2019), organisations such as the Deer Initiative and the British Deer Society 
(BDS), and numerous deer management groups (DMGs). Natural England is the authority respon-
sible for issuing licences to shoot deer during close seasons and at night, which it can only give 
under certain conditions – to preserve public health and safety or to conserve natural heritage, if 
deer of a particular species are proven to be damaging it (Natural England, 2008). The 2007 reform 
act added an additional requirement for licences granted to shoot red, roe or fallow deer – the 
native and long-standing naturalised species – out of season or at night, mandating that “the taking 
or killing to be authorised by the licence will not compromise the ability of that species to maintain 
the population of deer in question on a long-term basis within its natural range in the numbers 
which exist after the taking or killing has taken place” (3Ce). This is one way in which the nativist 
paradigm is built into the official moot between hunters and deer in England – the native species 
are accorded greater protection under the law than the non-natives, for whom there is no law pre-
venting their eradication from an area. 
Forestry England, the arm of the Forestry Commission that manages the nation’s forests for the 
government, is one of England’s largest land managers, responsible for 250,000 hectares of wood-
land (Forestry England, 2019). It takes a place in the official moot between deer and hunters by 
managing deer in a variety of ways: the majority of deer on Forestry England land are culled by 
its own staff, but it also provides guest stalking, employs short-term contractors to cull deer on an 
ad hoc basis, and issues deer control licences over some areas to private deer stalkers (Forestry 
England, personal communication). Forestry England, together with Deer Management Qualifica-
tions (DMQ), an exam board, has a fair amount of influence over stalkers through their ability to 
set the rules for deer control licences over the land they manage. As Daniel explained, in order to 
hunt on Forestry England land, stalkers are required to obtain certain qualifications – initially, he 
said, this was Deer Stalking Certificate 1 (DSC1) but now DSC2 is also required (Forestry England 
confirmed this). These qualifications are maintained by DMQ and provided by the British Deer 
Society (as well as a few other training organisations, but BDS is the only one focused solely on 
deer). Daniel was not particularly pleased by this stipulation. Although he said he thought the 
courses contained good information, he was resistant to them being a requirement for amateur 
stalkers: 

Daniel: […] I’ve shot a lease in the Forestry Commission, and 
you’ll be aware that there’s certain qualification you would have, 



 
 

33 

for deerstalking? So it used to be you had to have DSC Level 1, and 
then they turned around and said you’ve got to have DSC Level 2. 
Well that’s a professional qualification, my argument was why do I 
need that? I’ve already got DSC Level 1 […] a qualification doesn’t 
really, doesn’t mean everything. It shows a certain standard of at-
tainment, I would say, but there’s a lot to be said about experience 
in the field. 

This is a good example of the ongoing negotiations within the moot and the clashes between those 
attempting to organise and formalise deer stalking and those individuals resisting regulation. Deer 
are, as ever, caught up in the negotiations, in this case without being able to exercise much agency 
within them. More research would have to be done to see if the requirements to hold DSC1 and 
DSC2 to stalk on Forestry Commission land have had an effect on deer populations. What is in-
teresting, however, is what it indicates about the way deer are valued by Forestry England – as a 
problem to be professionally and scientifically mitigated against, as opposed to a valuable and 
desirable hunting target. According to Forestry England, deer cull targets in its forests are set ac-
cording to a range of criteria, including impact on the commercial crop (the trees), impact on con-
servation objectives and impact on tenant or neighbouring agricultural operations (Forestry Eng-
land, personal communication). The word ‘impact’ is telling here – the focus is on the trees, with 
deer being valued to the extent they fit with this priority. 
The main non-governmental organisations focused on deer in England are the Deer Initiative and 
the British Deer Society; some other interested charities include the Game & Wildlife Conserva-
tion Trust, the Wildlife Trusts and the League Against Cruel Sports. Their role in the moot is 
largely that of interest groups, representing different groups of people all negotiating the value of 
deer and responding in different ways to deer population increase. To the Deer Initiative – a part-
nership of statutory, voluntary and private organisations funded by the government’s Department 
for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA), Forestry England, and Natural England – deer 
are a challenge in need of sustainable management (Deer Initative, 2011). The British Deer Soci-
ety, a charity, tries to represent deer scientifically, aiming to be “the go-to place for objective and 
unbiased information on the biology of deer and methods of deer management” (British Deer 
Society, 2015a). As a membership organisation, however, it is not only an advocate for a “thriving 
and sustainable deer population”, but also for the “conservationists, stalkers, scientists, deer watch-
ers, artists and photographers” that support it (British Deer Society, 2015b) (British Deer Society, 
2015a). These organisations tussle over representing deer in the moot and value them in different 
ways. Although there is a lot of agreement between them, I would categorise the British Deer 
Society as more ‘pro-deer’, whereas the Deer Initiative prioritises the interests of the land manag-
ers it represents.23 Deer Management Groups are voluntary organisations set up by groups of neigh-
bouring landowners to coordinate deer management strategies – although they have no formal 
power, they act as forums in which interested participants can discuss and share information on 
deer in their area (Fiorini, et al., 2011). 
Between them, the institutions I have written about dominate the official moot – they are a pow-
erful force in shaping the landscape assemblage and deciding how deer live and die. But their 
power is diffuse; they do not all pull in the same direction, and the authority they wield is often 
contingent on voluntary cooperation due to the state keeping its distance. And so a great many 
individuals (and deer) are capable of, and do, resist the formal organisation of the moot. In all 
likelihood, if the preferences of Forestry England were fully adhered to countrywide, deer popu-

                                                             
 
23 In an article on deer culling for Countryfile Magazine, for example, the Deer Initiative spokesperson agrees with the statement 
that a widespread deer cull may be necessary, whereas the British Deer Society spokesperson opposes a widespread cull and advo-
cates more targeted measures (BBC, 2018). There positions are similar, in that they are both advocates of deer culling, but not 
identical. 
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lation increase would have been arrested by now. But plenty of people ignore official recommen-
dations and do their own thing, and most land is not managed by Forestry England. Instead, “for 
the vast majority of land area, management is carried out by, or on behalf of, the individual owner 
for whatever objectives he or she may determine” (Putman, 2010, p. 148). Deer also do their own 
thing – they persist in moving around, making it difficult for scientific authorities to count them 
properly, and act in ways thought incompatible with their nature, by for example moving into 
urban areas. The rest of this chapter explores the less organised routes that deer and hunters travel 
together, how these have come together to encourage deer population increase, and the way this 
increase in turn has affected the way hunters view their quarry. 

5.2. Unofficial dealings, unintended consequences  
In this section I’ll be discussing the informal interconnections between hunters and deer that create 
and are created by deer population increase. None of them affect and are affected by deer popula-
tion increase alone – imagine them as multiple melody lines, all swelling and coming together in 
a polyphonic crescendo. Deer stalking in England since 1800 has continually prized deer according 
to their ‘head’ (rack of antlers) – perhaps more so towards the beginning of my time period than 
today, but the system of value continues to hold power. In practice, this means males of the species 
have been prioritised over females and, to paint in broad strokes, red, fallow and sika deer (those 
with large antlers) have been valued over roe, muntjac and Chinese water deer. As rural historian 
R.W. Hoyle puts it, “it cannot be disputed that much field sport was the shooting of alpha-male 
animals by alpha-male humans. The competitive objective in deer stalking was to take the most 
magisterial stag judged by the number of points on its antlers” (Hoyle, 2007, p. 23). Deer have 
long and globally been valued for their antlers so it is not surprising that this cultural artefact bled 
in to the sport of deer stalking (Fletcher, 2014). However, continually focusing hunting effort on 
those deer with impressive antlers – ‘trophy hunting’ – has contributed to deer population increase 
in two ways. The first is that shooting mainly male deer is a poor form of population control due 
to the way deer reproduce. This was brought up by both Richard and Daniel: 

Richard: […] the pressure that’s exerted from shooting, which still 
tends to go for the trophy shooting of the antlers, means that you get, 
you know, growth in the number of females, so they kind of contrib-
ute to the population growth. 
Daniel: […] you have to shoot the does. You have to, if you shot 
60% and they were all bucks, then there’s still one buck left, he’ll 
go and service all the does. When you want population reduction 
with deer, unfortunately you have to be very very hard on the fe-
males, and that’s the only way you’re going to do it. Because as I 
say, one buck, he’s happy to do his best, you know what I mean. 

Daniel only said that if you want population reduction, you must focus on the does, but Richard 
explicitly links population increase to the focus on shooting for trophies. This is an example of the 
way in which the imaginative and the material come together in the multispecies moot – it is 
Tsing’s dream of the stag in action, an idea of what a deer should be in the eyes of the hunter 
coming to affect deer in unexpected ways, helping them multiply as a collective even if it spells 
death for those individuals unlucky enough to grow the antlers hunters desire (Tsing, 2017). 
Deer population increase has in turn had an impact on the valuation of heads among deer stalkers, 
some of whom have started to make moves away from trophy hunting in order to focus more on 
managing populations. The stalkers I talked to were only partly interested in trophies. Daniel men-
tioned with pride that one wood he and a friend managed had started to turn out some roebuck 
trophies, and Joseph showed me some trophies he had shot which adorned the walls of his home, 
but neither stalker mentioned trophies when I asked what they loved most about stalking. Rather 
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than spending their time on finding and shooting the biggest head they could find, both stalkers 
were focused on carefully managing the deer on their own patches of stalking land. The prioriti-
sation of managing deer numbers over seeking to shoot trophies is what I found in my conversation 
with Michael. He brought up one way in which the estate he works for goes against the trend in 
valuing male deer over female, charging equally for guests to shoot bucks and does: 

Michael: […] we don’t have any trophy fees for any of our fallow. 
None of them are particularly, you know they’re not going to be 
medal-quality heads, so we don’t actually charge a trophy fee for 
shooting a fallow buck for example and we don’t charge a trophy 
fee for shooting a muntjac buck. So it’s the same price as to whether 
you shoot a muntjac doe or a muntjac buck, or a fallow doe or a 
fallow buck. 

Usually the price of a guest day out stalking is made up of a fee for the guide and a fee for whatever 
is shot, with the latter charges weighted towards larger antlers.24 This reflects the higher value of 
shooting a male deer. On Michael’s estate, however, it seemed that the aim was to create a level 
playing field between shooting a deer of any sex. He explained earlier in our conversation that the 
absolute priority when taking guests out stalking was for the estate to meet its cull targets, which, 
for fallow, were weighted towards the does (35 does to 30 bucks). Once the fallow cull was com-
plete, he told me, they would not shoot any more, even if they had clients booked in – they would 
be offered the option of cancelling their outing or being taken out to shoot muntjac. The prioriti-
sation of using shooting to meet cull targets rather than to kill trophy deer is one way in which 
deer population increase has had an effect on hunting. In this case, Michael’s estate is choosing to 
forego the extra income that could be earned by guests paying to shoot trophy bucks in favour of 
encouraging paying guests to come and shoot hinds, which they need to cull in order to keep the 
population level. Michael said that he thought that “there’s probably still the focus on shooting for 
a trophy, in a lot of circumstances”, so whether or not this kind of practice spreads and becomes 
popular will be an indication of how much deer population increase comes to be perceived as a 
problem that landowners need to solve over and above their wish to for hunters to come and pay 
extra to shoot trophy heads. 
Another way in which deer are differently valued in stalking that plays into population increase is 
through species. Some species have more value in stalking than others – although personal pref-
erence plays a role along with the size and quality of the species’ antlers, another ordering factor 
is the nativist paradigm. For much of my time period, the native species have tended to be preferred 
for hunting over the non-native species. At the top of the value chain sits the red deer, followed by 
a grouping of fallow and roe, then probably sika, due to their more impressive antlers, with muntjac 
and Chinese water deer (and red/sika hybrids) at the bottom. This way in which species are differ-
ently valued has both caused and responded to population increase. The valuation of the native 
and long-naturalised species has likely been involved in causing population increase among the 
non-native species, as there has been less interest in hunting them. This particularly applies to 
muntjac in England, who by virtue of both having unimpressive antlers and being a non-native 
species have managed to avoid becoming a hunting target until recently. As mentioned in the pre-
vious chapter, they do not appear in GWCT game bag records until 1980 (Game & Wildlife 
Conservation Trust, 2019c). The trend of not being interested in hunting the newer species has 
been somewhat resisted recently: muntjac and Chinese water deer are now being marketed as a 
‘different’ kind of stalking experience, as a new challenge (see for example (Carlisle, 2018)), but 
for much of the time period since the smaller non-natives were introduced they were not prioritised 

                                                             
 
24 For example, as of May 2019, the advertised prices by the company Wiltshire Deer Stalking for a day’s stalking were a baseline 
£100 stalking fee, with the following fees for animals shot: depending on the quality of their heads, roe bucks ranged from £200–
£1000, fallow bucks from £250–£1000, and muntjac and Chinese water deer bucks from £350–£550. For shooting a doe, the only 
fee was the £100 stalking fee plus the carcass fee at the game dealer’s rate (Wiltshire Deer Stalking, 2019). 
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for stalking. For muntjac and Chinese water deer, the lack of interest in hunting them likely helped 
their populations to grow. The opposite is true for sika, the other species introduced in our time 
period – they made for good hunting, both through having a good head for stalking and as quarry 
for the mounted hunt, so were encouraged, in some areas at least, to become established in the 
English countryside (this took place to a much greater extent in Scotland) (Whitehead, 1964). 
Michael and I talked about how species of deer are differently valued in stalking when we dis-
cussed the ways in which the sport had changed over his lifetime, particularly how it had evolved 
from being a fairly aristocratic sport to one accessible to those on more average incomes. However, 
hang-ups from trophy hunting days were still very much present – here he compares muntjac and 
red deer: 

Michael: […] you’re not going to get lots of people who are just in 
the higher socio-economic groups going out shooting a muntjac, be-
cause, you know they probably don’t want to do it. It’s a relatively 
small carcass, it’s quite a lot of effort for the amount of venison that 
you get, it’s not got a big pair of antlers that you can put on the wall, 
and therefore there’s not the sort of kudos, status, snobbery, what-
ever you’d like to call it, associated with having a little tiny pair of 
antlers on your wall, compared to a big red stag that you can say you 
shot on this estate in Scotland. 

So, the species of deer stalkers choose to hunt is related to class differences: some hunters are 
happy to shoot non-natives in England while some remain attached to the status of red deer stalking 
in Scotland, which has retained its association with the upper classes that Prince Albert bestowed 
upon it (as discussed in the previous chapter). The lack of status in shooting muntjac so far seems 
to have helped their populations increase. If this kind of pattern of muntjac being of little value to 
hunters continues to hold sway, then there is little to stop their populations continuing to grow. 
Earlier in my time period, if numbers were as they are now, muntjac would likely have been man-
aged as an agricultural pest by the countryside’s army of gamekeepers. Today, however, the eco-
nomics of employing a gamekeeper to kill deer often do not add up – as Elizabeth told me, although 
deer damage to her forestry plantations had cost the estate £12,000 in the past year, this cost was 
only a third of what it would take to employ and kit out a full-time gamekeeper. It would be far 
more economic for landowners if stalkers would show greater interest in hunting muntjac and other 
lesser-valued deer, as then they could charge them for the shooting rights rather than paying a 
professional to do it or, as is sometimes the case now, giving it away for free. In an email conver-
sation after our interview I asked Michael if he paid for access to the lands he stalked over (outside 
of the estate he worked for). His answer rather confirmed the position of muntjac at the bottom of 
the status pile:  

Michael: The stalking that I have outside of the estate I do not pay 
for. One area is owned by a local wildlife trust and they allow a 
small group of us to manage the muntjac for free as they are dam-
aging the native flora so we are doing them a service really […] 
Other farmers allow me to go for free and I usually supply them with 
oven-ready venison. I find this is generally not the case that people 
are allowed to go for free, especially if roe or fallow are present as 
the carcass value is much higher than muntjac and the demand for 
stalking ground with these species on is greater. 

In cases like this, the stalker’s motivation to put effort into reducing deer populations is minimal 
– there is no need to get the most out of something the stalker has paid dearly for, and little financial 
incentive to be gained in selling the meat on. There are some small signs, however, that interest in 
hunting muntjac and other less high-status species is growing. Some hunters (as well as consumers 
of the meat hunters sell) are beginning to respond to the increasing numbers of muntjac around 
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and change their preferences to meet it. Michael told me that the estate he worked on was begin-
ning to welcome a different class of people with a different focus: 

Michael: I think we’re seeing a different clientele […] the availa-
bility and the access and acceptance of going deer stalking has 
moved down the socio-economic grouping, for want of a better 
phrase. And I think relatively speaking it has probably become 
cheaper. As you mentioned before in Scotland, very often if you’re 
going out after a red stag it’s going to cost you probably, you know, 
eight, nine hundred, a thousand pounds to shoot a decent red stag on 
the hill, and we’re charging about a hundred pound an outing for 
going and shooting, you know, a fallow deer or a muntjac, and that’s 
become much more accessible to a larger number of people, I think. 

In response to deer population increase, some new hunters are arriving at the moot. Attracted by 
lower prices, these hunters are less interested in shooting a trophy stag – Michael called them “pot 
hunters”, people looking to take venison home with them rather than a head. These lower prices 
have in part been made possible by deer population increase, along with associated factors such as 
range increase and expansion into areas close to major cities, making it much cheaper for stalkers 
to travel to shoot them compared to making a trip to the remote Scottish Highlands. There are 
plenty of muntjac available and few people with wealth and status wish to shoot them, so owners 
of land with muntjac on it cannot charge much for either guests or leaseholders to stalk them. As 
prices are dropped those on lower incomes are beginning to get involved in stalking muntjac, 
which in the future may lead to their populations reducing.  
This trend towards muntjac consumption might also be compounded by fashions in cuisine. Sales 
of venison in the UK have been growing for the past ten years, with around a third of it imported 
(much from farmed deer in New Zealand) and most of the rest coming from wild Scottish red deer 
(Scottish Venison Partnership, 2016) (Scottish Venison Partnership, 2018). Richard and I talked 
about how the current interest in food being organic, sustainable and high welfare might bring wild 
venison in particular to a wider range of people and lead to greater acceptance of deer stalking 
among urban populations: 

Richard: I do think that there is a greater interest, shall we say, in 
real food, for want of a better term, while game that is, had basically 
a free existence and as long as the culling is humane and as quick 
and as painless as possible, then I think that’s something that would 
get better traction in urban areas. 

If the demand for venison sourced in this manner grows, this could have the effect of reducing 
wild deer populations, or it could have the effect of increasing them further as land is managed in 
their interest. It is unknown at the moment, but what is interesting for the purpose of this thesis is 
the ethical reasoning on which the popularity of wild venison depends, and how these ethical prin-
ciples respond, or refuse to respond, to population increase. The key ethical principle at work here 
is the idea that hunting can be justified if it results in food.25 The idea of hunting just for trophies 
is not looked upon favourably, but those who do not consider all killing of animals to be unac-
ceptable tend to be accepting of hunting when the quarry ends up in the food chain. For many it is 
even preferable to farmed meat, as they don’t like the idea of animals being confined. Hunting has 
a ring of the ever-attractive ‘natural’ to it, even if its acceptability rests to a great extent on the use 
of relatively high-tech weaponry to deliver deer a swift death. This ethical principle might well 

                                                             
 
25 Various side conditions are also involved – the animal must not be endangered and it must not suffer unduly in the hunting 
process, for example. 
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eventually interact with the trend in favour of what Richard calls ‘real food’ in the moot to bring 
about a reduction in deer populations. 
At the moment, however, it has a rather different effect. The ethical taboo against hunting and then 
not eating deer was strong among the stalkers I talked to. All three assured me that every deer they 
shot, as long as it was in a safe condition to be eaten, ended up in the food chain (Joseph said 
100%, Daniel 99.9%, Michael ‘almost all’). They were all in agreement and quite emphatic that it 
was pretty much only acceptable to shoot a deer if it was going to go into the food chain. This rule 
holds strong sway over the hunters in the moot. It is a guiding principle in negotiations over deer 
lives and deaths, even though it holds no official power –no English law says that when you shoot 
deer their flesh must be consumed, but it as near as possible to a law among hunters: 

Joseph: I’m hugely of the opinion that if you’re actually going to 
go out and deliberately take the life of an animal, it should be for 
food […] [shooting] should not be a sport in its own right, there 
should be an end result which is food. 
Daniel: To my mind it’s wrong to shoot something if you’re not 
going to use it, it just seems self-evident that. 

This same ethical argument came up when Michael and I discussed the difficulties in managing 
deer in urban areas. Here he was explaining to me why he thought killing deer via anaesthetic 
wasn’t a good solution to deer being increasingly present in urban areas: 

Michael: …if you use an anaesthetic dart to actually kill it, like 
you’d put a dog to sleep with an overdose of anaesthetic, then it can’t 
go into the human food chain, it’s got to be incinerated, which seems 
to me to be a horrendous waste of a food source. […] And if you’re 
doing that, wasting that food source, just because of people’s, some 
people’s sensibilities, I think that’s, given the situation of some peo-
ple on the planet relative to food availability, that’s not right.  

Elizabeth agreed – when I asked if she felt any unease about having deer culled on the land she 
managed, she linked its acceptability to the fact that the deer became food: 

Holly: […] do you ever feel sad or uneasy about deer as they are, 
about deer culling, or that kind of thing? 
Elizabeth: No […] I just tell myself, well, if you were killing them 
and not eating them, I could probably think that was a bit, a bit off. 
But they are being eaten. 

As the testimony of all my interviewees illustrates, the acceptability of hunting deer has become 
intimately associated with eating them. The idea of reducing deer population by culling deer and 
then disposing of them is thus unthinkable. But why would such measures be necessary to reduce 
deer population if, as we saw above, the country’s appetite for venison is growing? From my in-
terviews I have gleaned two main interrelated structural factors standing in the way of England’s 
demand for ‘real food’ in the form of wild venison being met by its abundant wild deer. The first 
came from Daniel, who surprised me with his analysis of what was causing deer population in-
crease – at the time of our interview I had mainly read more natural accounts of the phenomenon, 
attributing it to milder winters, lack of natural predators and changing farming patterns.26 Daniel 

                                                             
 
26 POSTnote 325, for example, attributes population growth to increased woodland cover, milder winters, increased planting of 
winter crops in agriculture, deer escapes from parks and farms, and greater connectivity between green space in urban areas (Par-
liamentary Office of Science and Technology, 2009). Lack of natural predators, namely of wolves, is a common explanation in 
media articles – Cal Flyn, for example, writes “[t]he ascendance of the deer is attributed in large part to the disappearance of the 
largest carnivores from the British Isles: wolves” (2018). Although this is likely a contributing factor, it is not the total explanation 
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attributed population increase to a shortage of game dealers, people who are licensed to buy deer 
carcasses from stalkers and sell them on: 

Holly: […] how about population, have you noticed a change in the 
area over that time? 
Daniel: There’s not as many deer getting shot now, so you’re going 
to be seeing more and more. The primary reason for that is that 
there’s a lack of game dealers. So people are finding it difficult to, 
for some deer to get shot of them. I only eat so many a year, but I’m 
lucky in that I’ve got some outlets which will take everything I can 
get shot of. There’s some lads who aren’t as lucky, and they just, 
they have to stop, so because of that the numbers are growing […]. 

In Daniel’s experience, the dearth of game dealers in his area means that some people are unable 
to continue deer stalking, having no channels through which to offload deer carcasses. It is essen-
tial to have local game dealers, rather than large centralised ones, because individual stalkers do 
not have the facilities (i.e. large refrigerators and refrigerated vans) to hygienically store multiple 
deer carcasses and then transport them to game dealers further afield. Daniel said that he knew of 
processing facilities in Scotland “screaming out for deer” but who wouldn’t make the journey 
down to Northumberland to pick up less than around thirty carcasses, a number which no individ-
ual stalker could guarantee or store. Because of the strong taboo against shooting and not eating a 
deer, stalkers without access to a local game dealer are therefore only able to shoot as many as 
they themselves (plus their friends and family) can eat. The taboo on hunting and not eating deer, 
combined with a lack of licensed game dealers, limits the number of deer a stalker can shoot, 
leading some to abandon the sport entirely and, through this, likely contributes to deer population 
increase.  
The lack of game dealers is in turn likely related to the price of venison, the second structural 
factor at work here making it difficult for England’s wild deer to move into the commercial food 
chain and meet UK demand for venison. It was brought up by both Daniel and Michael: 

Michael: […] I think the other thing to bear in mind maybe Holly 
is the fact that venison value has diminished over, certainly the years 
that I was, I’ve been stalking. At one point in time fallow venison 
was two pound a pound27, I think, now, we’re getting two pound a 
kilo now, so that’s basically, the price, the value of it has halved […] 
and if you consider inflation in there, over that period of time, it’s 
probably significantly less than halved. 
Daniel: […] venison in Northumberland’s never went up for thirty 
odd years. So at one time the money you’d get off a carcass would 
pay your rent, now it doesn’t go anywhere near paying your rent, so 
you get a pound a pound, thirty odd years ago, and you’re still get-
ting a pound a pound now. 

If the price of venison hasn’t risen in roughly thirty years, relatively decreasing in value, this is 
something of a disincentive for stalkers to put time and effort into shooting more deer than those 
for their personal consumption and dissuades estates from prioritising culling deer for venison. At 
the rate of a pound per pound, the carcass of an average-sized roe deer would only bring in around 
£40, which is hardly enough to cover a day’s labour. This line of reasoning is backed up by some 

                                                             
 
it is sometimes depicted as – wolves have been absent from England for over 500 years (Buller, 2008), so a lack of natural predators 
does not explain recent sharp rises in deer population. 
27 That is, the stalker would be paid two pounds sterling (£) per pound (lb) weight of venison brought to the game dealer. One 
kilogram is approximately 2.2 lbs. 
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academic research: one study that focused on Scotland found that estate owners thought that the 
best way to encourage higher levels of culling would be better venison marketing and, by exten-
sion, better revenues from said venison (MacMillan & Leitch, 2008). At the time of the study, 
sales of venison covered less than half of the estates’ cost of culling, so the price would have had 
to rise steeply for there to be any kind of profit incentive (MacMillan & Leitch, 2008). An eco-
nomic history of venison in England would be necessary to say more in detail about these factors 
and the effects they have had on deer population increase. For now, although the data to back it up 
has not been collected, there is reason to suppose the lack of game dealers and decline in the 
venison price will have had the effect of encouraging deer population increase. 
Both Daniel and Michael discussed the fall in venison price in relation to poaching, the last way 
in which deer population increase and the ways in which people hunt and eat deer in England are 
intertwined that I am going to discuss in this chapter. Poaching is illegal hunting; as applied to 
deer, this usually means killing deer (covertly and often at night) without being, or having the 
permission of, the owner of the land on which the deer is killed. Motivations for poaching have 
varied. Nineteenth-century poaching has often been portrayed by historians as an issue of survival 
for the rural poor, made necessary by poverty and the upper classes excluding them from legally 
taking game (Osborne & Winstanley, 2006). As Phillip et al. conclude, the history of the regulation 
of Britain’s deer is essentially “a story of the formal, and often legislative, exclusion of the majority 
of the British population from the opportunity to kill … deer” (2009, p. 1004). In this vein, the 
decline in poaching in the late nineteenth and twentieth century (excluding the spikes around the 
world wars in response to food shortages) has been attributed to increased rural migration to cities 
and a rise in rural wages and welfare, making poaching unnecessary for survival. However, others 
have argued that poaching in many areas was much more commercially motivated, rising during 
periods of time when meat prices were high and only declining when, in the 1880s, cheaper imports 
of meat and grain-fed poultry became available, lowering the price a poacher could get for their 
wares and thus making the activity less attractive (Osborne & Winstanley, 2006). Another poten-
tial motivator of nineteenth-century poaching, especially in industrialising areas, was “the thrill 
and excitement of the ‘sport’ and the accompanying interaction and involvement with the coun-
tryside and natural world” that was missed by newly urban working classes (Osborne & 
Winstanley, 2006). Whichever of these factors motivated them, poachers have constantly been 
part of the moot between hunters and deer over the past two hundred years. Although considerable 
effort has gone into getting rid of them, some poachers have been admired as romantic figures and 
grudgingly respected by other hunters during the earlier years of my time period (Whitehead, 
1980). This has latterly not been the case, and poachers have been viewed with increasing disgust. 
The combined factors of intense societal disapproval, the low venison price, reduced levels of rural 
poverty and the accessibility of alternative means of connecting to nature and the countryside 
likely all served to reduce poaching pressure during the twentieth century.  
In our discussions of poaching Daniel, Michael and Elizabeth all linked poaching today to eco-
nomic motives above all else, suggesting that a rise in the price of venison would likely have a 
double impact on English deer populations, encouraging both licit and illicit hunting. The idea of 
poaching for sport, however, was still present – Daniel, for example, mentioned it and said that 
poaching was currently getting worse, despite the low venison price. It was the main motivation 
Joseph attributed to poachers when I asked him why people went poaching: 

Joseph: In the main, it’s for sport, particularly the ones that hunt 
with dogs, they want to see how good their dog is, they’re not going 
out to, like people used to, you know they used to take a rabbit or 
something for the pot, to feed their families. Those days are gone. 
Sadly a lot of poaching, because it’s illegal in its own right, is for 
sport more than anything else.  
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There have been a fair few stories in British media about the rise in poaching for sport in recent 
years, a phenomenon dubbed “psycho-poaching”, a way of hunting deer (and other wildlife) with 
dogs at night in which the carcasses are often abandoned, rather than taken to sell on or use for 
food (see for example (Benson, 2014) (Harding, 2015) (Bassey, 2018) (Stennett, 2019)). Although 
financial motives still figure in psycho-poaching, through betting on the dogs involved, this seems 
to be more associated with hare coursing than with poaching deer, which is alleged to be done “out 
of a highly sadistic sense of fun” (Benson, 2014). Although the work done on psycho-poachers so 
far has been journalistic in nature rather than academic and divining the motives of people involved 
in illegal activities presents difficulties due to their unwillingness to discuss them, I suspect this is 
a further way in which deer population increase figures in the moot between people and deer in 
England. Although there are likely additional forces at work, the indiscriminate targeting of deer 
for fun in this way at least partially depends on a devaluation of deer lives, and this devaluation, 
as we have seen, is linked to population increase. In poaching for sport in this way, deer have 
become more killable. It is also a way in which deer have become treated by some people like 
trash animals, as worthless and disposable, without value, as the carcass is left behind. Addition-
ally, as I mentioned earlier, the weapons with which deer are killed is an indication of how their 
lives are valued. Having them chased and then mauled to death by dogs is a prime example of a 
method of killing that demonstrates the animal’s killability. The horrified reaction of the press to 
psycho-poaching shows that this isn’t a universal view of the value of deer lives but it is still a 
view, a cluster of ideas that are now present in the moot, shaping and influencing deer lives in 
England today. 

5.3. Hunting, population increase and the changing value of deer 
In this chapter I have explored the ways in which hunting helped to bring about deer population 
increase over my time period and the ways in which this population increase has in turn affected 
the way deer are valued by hunters today: altering their killability, making them more trash-animal, 
and in different ways for different species changing how they are seen as bearers of value in the 
landscape assemblage. Much of the dense historical web of connections between hunters, deer and 
population increase that I have sketched awaits more extensive research. Future projects could 
look in more detail at the history of the venison economy in England and how it has affected the 
value of deer, at more of the specific ethical principles that shape the way deer are killed, eaten 
and valued in the moot, or at the class history of deer stalking since the time of its invention in 
1745. Although it feels a little frustrating to have opened more questions with this chapter than I 
have answered, that is the main aim of this thesis – to explore; to race down multiple paths in the 
web of connections, creating a sketch of a map that can be filled out with more detail at some point 
in the future. The next chapter turns to another section of the map, exploring the ways in which 
deer are valued differently in different places and spaces, and how this has changed along with 
deer populations. 
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6. Deer out of place 

Richard: I think there may be certain places and certain times when 
they do become a problem. 
Daniel: Right, a weed’s just a plant in the wrong place, isn’t it? So, 
you could argue that a deer is a pest really when it’s just in the wrong 
place. 

Place was mentioned as a factor by the interviewees quoted above when I asked whether deer were 
pests, or on their way to becoming pests. This chapter will delve into how place figures in the 
landscape assemblage, exploring the ways England’s six deer species are differently valued in 
different places and how deer population increase participates in this valuation. It is divided into 
two main sections, on deer in the forest and deer in urban areas. In the first section, it finds that 
the eating habits of deer connect with an array of other participants in the moot – trees, wars, 
government committees, the machinery involved in modern forestry, environmentalists, ancient 
woodlands, the nativist paradigm, hares, bluebells – to the perception that deer are damaging to 
forests, devaluing them and making them more killable in woodland areas. In the second section I 
discuss the increasing appearance of deer in urban areas and how this connects with other parties 
to the metropolitan moot – pet dogs, morning joggers, gardens, trees, fences, alleyways, public 
parks, traffic-laden roads, Disney films, food waste and open bins – to affect how they are valued 
there. 

6.1. Deer and the forest 
This section of the chapter looks into one kind of space in which deer were considered out of place, 
mentioned by all of my interviewees – forests. This is striking given that woodland is the primary 
habitat of most of England’s deer species (excepting Chinese water deer); as Joseph described 
them, they are “naturally woodland creatures”. If their natural habitat has become the kind of place 
where deer are seen as out of place, a problem or a pest, the question arises of where they are not 
a problem, if such a place exists.  
Elizabeth said that replanting trees damaged by deer (in this case mainly roe) had cost the estate 
she worked for over £12,000 in the previous year. She explained how the way the deer foraged 
(irregularly rather than systematically) was particularly annoying for managers of commercial 
woodlands, who aim to grow as regular a crop as possible: 

Elizabeth: And the problem with replanting is that, they don’t come 
out and clean the whole plantation, they come out and they just pick 
bits around the edges or wherever they are, so you’ve got the origi-
nal planting, some of which has survived, so it’s growing, and then 
you have the replanted stuff which is then much smaller. So you 
don’t have a nice woodland that matures at the same time, you’ve 
got some trees that when you come to do a thinning, some of them 
are really tiny little spindly things because they’ve been replanted. 
And the others are what you would expect. So it’s got quite a knock-
on effect on the quality of the woodland. 
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In the way Elizabeth describes it, deer being unwelcome among newly planted trees is based on 
economic reasons: the deer damage the saplings, which means money has to be spent on mitigating 
the damage and on eventually harvesting an irregular crop. Trees maturing at different times in a 
forest has not always been seen as a problem: in England’s coppiced woodlands, which dominated 
forestry before the nineteenth century, different areas were harvested at different times, ensuring 
a constant supply of timber. Today, however, an irregular crop is problematic for commercial for-
estry because of the way trees tend to be harvested, through clear-cutting an entire area of trees 
that were planted at the same time. The greater the number of immature trees present in an area 
due to replanting, the more effort during mechanical harvesting that must be put into avoiding 
them; alternatively, they may be harvested early despite not having reached their full commercial 
value. At least part of the explanation for deer being seen as unwelcome in commercial forests, 
then, is because they impact on the bottom line. But this is not all there is to the story – in this 
section, I explore the ways in which this connection between deer and damage to trees has inter-
acted with deer population increase and come to affect the ways and places in which deer are 
valued in the English landscape assemblage, reinforcing the nativist paradigm, making deer killa-
ble and nudging them towards the trash heap. 

6.1.1. A brief history of English forestry 
To explain the connections between deer population increase, place and forestry it is necessary 
first to sketch a brief history of English forestry during the time period this thesis focuses on. 
Forestry in England in the earlier parts of the nineteenth century was a small-scale, private affair 
– approximately 95% of woodlands were privately owned, and if they were commercial they 
largely focused on providing oak timber for navy shipbuilding (Holmes, 1975) (Sheail, 2002). 
There was a fashion for introducing non-native tree species to the country – as there was with deer 
species – which saw twentieth-century forestry staples such as Norway spruce, Sitka spruce, Doug-
las fir, larch and lodgepole pine become established, particularly in Scotland (Oosthoek, 2018). 
Up to the middle of the nineteenth century Britain’s forests largely met domestic demand for tim-
ber, but imports rose fivefold between 1850 and the turn of the twentieth century, to the point 
where Britain imported 90% of its timber (Holmes, 1975) (Sheail, 2002). Due to the availability 
of cheap imports, English woodlands tended to be managed in the interests of providing habitat 
for game animals such as deer rather than timber production (Sheail, 2002).  
Forest cover hit an all-time low at the turn of the twentieth century, having dwindled to around 5% 
of Britain’s land area (Aldhous, 1997). This became seen as an urgent problem due to the difficul-
ties of importing necessary timber during the First World War, which prompted the creation, in 
1919, of the Forestry Commission, with a mandate to increase Britain’s forested area and remove 
this strategic weakness for future wars (Sheail, 2002) (Oosthoek, 2018). While this process got off 
to a shaky start, mainly due to the intervention of the Second World War (when it started in 1939 
the woodlands the Forestry Commission had managed to get planted were nowhere near mature 
enough to harvest), the post-war period saw a tree-planting boom, particularly of large monocul-
ture Sitka plantations in the north of England and in Scotland, which constituted a doubling of the 
UK’s forested area by the end of twentieth century compared to its beginning (Sheail, 2002) 
(Oosthoek, 2018). The demands of the wood-processing industry for standardised materials for 
their factories led to the shaping of forests as parallel ‘wood factories’, with a high degree of 
mechanisation and every effort made to make the trees consistent (Oosthoek, 2018). This produc-
tion paradigm was resisted by environmentalists in the last few decades of the twentieth century, 
who campaigned for the Forestry Commission to focus more on planting native species, fitting 
forests into the landscape and allowing for recreational activities within them (Sheail, 2002) 
(Oosthoek, 2018). This period also saw rising interest in the protection and regeneration of Eng-
land’s ‘ancient woodlands’, areas thought to have been continually forested since before 1600, 
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valued for being more ‘natural’ than the newer plantations (Rotherham, 2007).28 These environ-
mentalist campaigns were fairly successful – the situation today is that England’s national forests, 
both ancient and new, are expected to play a dual role, both as producers of timber and as recreation 
areas, where visitors can immerse themselves in nature. Private foresters are significantly less 
bound by the second requirement – some choose to capitalise on the demand for countryside and 
wildlife experiences, but many do not.  
The crisis-laden history of forestry in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is part of the reason 
why forests and woodland are valued so highly in England today, as well as an explanation of why 
forests are understood as a national concern. There were government attempts in both the 1990s 
and in 2010 to return national forestry to private hands, neither of which were successful: in 1994 
the Conservative government had to abandon plans to privatise the Forestry Commission due to 
public concerns over access to forests, and in 2010 the Conservative–Liberal Democrat coalition 
had to back down on selling just 15% of England’s public forests after a public outcry and 500,000-
signature petition (Sheail, 2002) (Oosthoek, 2018). From these examples we can see how protec-
tive people can be of forests and woodlands in England, a defensiveness that plays into how deer 
are valued within them. 

6.1.2. The trees arrive at the moot 
In the previous chapter, I explored the moot between deer and the people who hunt them, which 
involved a great deal of other participants including laws, customs, ethics, gamekeepers, guns, 
game dealers and poachers. Here some new delegations are arriving at the moot – the hunters and 
the deer are still very much present, but so are commercial foresters, woodland managers, people 
who spend their leisure time in forests, a variety of woodland flora and fauna, and, of course, more 
trees than one can shake a stick at.  
Daniel reinforced Elizabeth’s point about deer damaging trees, saying that newly planted wood-
land was a place in which deer are a pest and then describing how his deer-management policies 
changed accordingly when shooting over such areas: 

Daniel: Deer very much are a pest species at certain stages within 
the cycle of a woodland. So I mean for example we’ve got, one of 
the blocks that I shoot on, they’ve clear-felled it and then restocked, 
the deer damage has been quite significant there, and we’ve had to 
shoot it quite hard [...] We’ve got certain places in certain woods 
where because of the damage the deer in general are creating to the 
restocked areas, there just happens to be a shoot on sight policy, 
which isn’t particularly what you want to do but because of the dam-
age they’re causing, it’s necessary.  

In an area of newly planted forest he shoots over, Daniel is saying that the normal policies for 
assessing whether to kill a deer or not (“what you want to do”) have been replaced by a “shoot on 
sight” policy, which he considers to be necessary because of the damage caused by the deer to the 
trees. Daniel’s “shoot on sight” policy in restocked areas contrasted with the deer management 
policies operated by others I interviewed. Joseph, for example, said that he managed deer to pre-
serve the strength of the herd, which to him meant shooting an even cross-section of the population, 
taking out injured and sick animals, and avoiding shooting “all of the big bucks”. The policy, as 
far as he explained it, was not related to the location of the deer. Similarly, in other areas, Daniel 
talked about having different management goals with the deer on lands he managed. He explained 
                                                             
 
28 Aside from being composed of mainly native rather than introduced species, the main difference between ancient woodland and 
more modern forests is not that one is natural and one isn’t – ancient woodlands are just older and grew up under a different set of 
human management schemes. 
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how he had taken over an area where the deer had previously been “quite poor in condition” (un-
derfed and with health issues such as lungworm) and, through selective shooting, had brought it 
to the point where the roe buck heads from it had received bronze medals. Michael had different 
priorities again – he explained how the estate he worked on is home to melanistic fallow, deer with 
a rare black coat colour, so for him and his fellow stalkers protecting this trait was a high priority: 
“if we see any white fallow deer, they are top of the list to be culled first”, he said. A “shoot on 
sight” policy in certain areas stands at odds with these selective deer-management goals, which is 
suggestive of the power of the perception that deer and new trees should not mix. Michael told me 
that there was an unofficial incentive to cull deer non-selectively on Forestry Commission land, as 
the organisation sets cull targets for the areas they lease out to stalkers: 

Michael: […] certainly I know from the Forestry Commission, each 
stalker is set a target, in terms of how many deer they’ve got to 
shoot. And […] the target gets higher every year almost. So there-
fore, the encouragement there is to shoot, basically if you see a deer 
just shoot it, because that’s one of your target. 

In forests, it seems that every deer becomes equally killable (Haraway, 2007). As Michael said, 
“if you see a deer just shoot it”. In these places, selective deer management goals have been disin-
centivised and any deer, within the bounds of the law, has become fair game. Deer in these places 
are seen as invariably a problem, rather than as individuals where the stalker’s decision to kill them 
or let them go is independently considered. One might assume that, to a hunter, all deer are killable; 
after all, that is what deer hunters ultimately do – they kill deer. But as I showed in the previous 
chapter about hunting, the hunters I spoke to do not generally make deer killable. There are excep-
tions, for example the policies mentioned by Joseph and Michael above, where injury or sickness 
and coat colour respectively make certain kinds of deer killable. However, the hunters I spoke to 
tended to treat each death as an encounter with an individual. As Haraway argues, to kill is not 
necessarily to make killable (2007). But in this case, this kind of space – the commercial forest, 
with areas of new planting – has come to render all deer within it equally killable. 
The idea that deer do not belong in newly planted forests seems to have spilled over and affected 
perceptions of deer in other kinds of forests. They were considered by the interview subjects to be 
less problematic in established forests but were still not a completely welcome presence. For ex-
ample, Richard mentioned the potential negative impacts of high deer numbers on the “quality” of 
Greater London’s woodlands, parks and gardens, and the potential need for land managers to in-
stall deer fencing around woodlands in the future. Daniel gave the example of bluebell woods as 
places where deer, in this case muntjac, could be problematic regardless of the age of the trees: 

Daniel: So, with muntjac, especially muntjac, they’re quite destruc-
tive to the Alnwick flora, around the woodland, they’ll decimate 
bluebell woods and things like that. So if you’re concern is bluebells 
in that area and things like that well you don’t really want to have 
muntjac there, it’s about this “a weed’s just a flower in the wrong 
place” scenario, so they’re fine in some places but not so good in 
other places. 

Bluebells (Hyacinthioides non-scriptus) are a protected species in the UK and the appearance of 
thick, uniform carpets of them on forest floors every spring is viewed as an essential feature of 
woodlands as ‘ancient’ and ‘natural’ spaces, despite their prevalence being attributable to human 
management practices, specifically to the transition to high forest (usually planted from seedlings, 
this kind of forest is made up of tall mature trees with a closed canopy) (Rotherham, 2007). Going 
for a walk to see the bluebells in spring is a common British tradition – newspapers, magazines 
and websites regularly publish guides on the best places to view them, and my own childhood is 
replete with memories of family rambles in a popular local bluebell wood. The cultural signifi-
cance of bluebells and their status as a native plant, imagined as a timeless feature of Britain’s 
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‘primeval forest’, puts them firmly above the non-native, arriviste muntjac in the woodland hier-
archy. This is another instance of the nativist paradigm affecting England’s non-native deer. In 
Daniel’s view, a muntjac in a bluebell wood is “a flower in the wrong place” – valuable some-
where, but to be weeded out of this place in which it does not belong. 
How have deer become to be seen as such a problem in forested areas, old and new? For the 
interviewees, the problematic presence of deer in woodlands was linked to perceptions of them 
being excessive in number. Joseph said “you can stand some” deer in forestry – it was excessive 
numbers, however variously excessive numbers could be defined, that seemed to be the issue. 
However, Joseph, Daniel and Michael said that other land managers saw things differently, view-
ing the presence of any number of deer at all in certain places as a problem. Deer expert Rory 
Putman suggests that perceptions of the damage deer do to forests are slightly overwrought – he 
characterises deer damage to forestry as “patchy” and of local, rather than national, significance, 
pointing to a study which found that damage to forestry from rabbits was between three and ten 
times higher than that caused by deer (Wray, 1994) (Putman, 2010, pp. 153-154). Due to the per-
ception of deer being a danger to forestry, the same deer can cross a boundary from one area to 
another and instantly change in value, becoming killable, even though the deer itself has not 
changed. Joseph said he was happy with the policies of the estate he stalked on but disagreed with 
such approaches taken elsewhere: 

Joseph: […] the estate here, although they’ve got a lot of new plant-
ing, accept that there will be some deer around. You find other es-
tates have got a zero tolerance, if you see a deer kill it, goes in the 
food chain yeah, but there’s no maintenance in that and they’re not 
willing to share any of the produce with the deer, as it were. And 
after five years, when the trees are at a level, they will allow deer to 
return to an area, but some of it is zero tolerance and I don’t agree 
with that. I think there’s room to maintain a number. Again, there 
are quite high numbers of the environment they’re in, yes maintain 
them, but sometimes it sounds more like a destruction of them, and 
again in my mind I think there’s a balance in all of these things.  

I did not manage to speak to anyone who employed such a zero-tolerance policy, but the fact that 
three of my interviewees brought it up suggests that it is fairly common for land managers to act 
in this way (or that they would like to do so, if they could convince a deer stalker to implement 
such a policy). This suggests a level of neurosis around the impact of deer on forestry belied by 
the evidence – first too many deer in a forest was a problem, then the association of deer and forest 
became so negative that any deer in a forest are tainted with it. This was illustrated by Daniel with 
the following story, an example of how the presence of deer around trees is perceived to be such 
a problem that it is (expensively) mitigated against even when there is evidence against deer being 
responsible for the damage: 

Daniel: I mean there’s a couple of areas in my wood that they’ve 
decided to put temporary deer fencing around, because the hare were 
eating it. They’re telling me it was deer damage, well it’s not, it’s 
hare. And it’s funny because, I don’t know if you know but deer 
have no teeth on their top, so when they chew and they pull, you 
always see like a wisp, but obviously a rabbit or a hare has got teeth 
on the top and bottom, so they cut through, it’s a clean bite, so it’s 
quite easy to tell the difference, if it’s deer damage or if it’s rodent 
or you know, when it’s hare doing that. “It’s deer,” he tells me. “It’s 
hare,” I say, “I’m not saying there’s no deer damage here but pri-
marily it’s hare or rabbit […]”. But the funny thing is that he’s left 
gaps along the bottom so the hares can still get in! So I’m looking 
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forward to that, really, when they go and start inspecting that they’ll 
soon be seeing little bits nipped off all over the place. So people just 
won’t be told. 

This story from Daniel illustrates the strength of the perception that deer are a danger to trees and 
a problem animal in forests. This perception is a powerful idea in the multispecies moot, shaping 
and ordering the lives of deer, trees and other forest dwellers such as hares and rabbits. In Daniel’s 
account, for example, the hares in the forest are benefitting from the perception that deer are in-
veterate tree-killers, both by not being culled for causing damage and not being fenced out of the 
area in which they had been foraging. In some cases, like on the estate Joseph stalks on, trees are 
not always valued more highly than deer, but in other cases deer are perceived to be such a problem 
that either they are being culled non-selectively, through a shoot on sight policy, or attempts are 
being made to remove them from the area entirely.  

6.1.3. Population increase and deer in the forest 
Deer population increase figures in the way deer have come to be valued in the forest in several 
ways. Recall that at the start of my time period forests were very much seen as the right place for 
deer, with wooded areas being managed in the interest of deer and other game animals for the 
purpose of ensuring there were plenty to hunt. The creation of the Forestry Commission and the 
doubling of Britain’s forested area during the twentieth century was likely a cause of deer popula-
tion increase. When I asked Michael what he thought the causes of deer population increase were, 
increased planting of woodland was the first he mentioned: 

Holly: […] And do you have any idea why populations are increas-
ing?  
Michael: I think there’s probably been […] more planting of wood-
land. Farmers have become generally more conservation minded 
and therefore are planting more bits of woodland, and I think prob-
ably the grant schemes that are available have helped that. 

The twentieth-century focus on England meeting its own timber needs and then, latterly, on in-
creasing the country’s forested area for conservation reasons (including, more recently, carbon 
sequestration to fight climate change (Oosthoek, 2018)) helped to bring about deer population 
increase by providing them with more of their natural habitat. The perception that deer population 
increase is out of control and dangerous, as discussed in chapter four, has figured in the moot to 
change the way deer are valued within forests – instead of being celebrated as part of forest ecol-
ogy, they are seen as destructive to it. Accordingly, they have been made killable within forests, 
especially so if they are the non-native muntjac.  
The idea of trash animals is also helpful for understanding what is happening to deer here. Percep-
tions of the problem outweighing the evidence for it is a common theme in Trash Animals. In 
Nagy’s chapter in the collection, ‘Prairie Dog and Prejudice’, for example, the author describes 
how she was initially reluctant to lease a paddock for her horse that contained prairie dogs (not 
actually a kind of dog, but a medium-sized rodent) and their burrows, worrying that her horse 
would break a leg in one of the holes (Nagy, 2013). She found no scientific evidence and scant 
anecdotal evidence to support this, so leased the paddock anyway, but ventured further into prej-
udices about prairie dogs that turned out to be similar to those currently held about deer in England. 
Nagy found that prairie dogs were perceived as over-grazers who damaged grasslands and took 
grass away from cattle, despite their being little scientific evidence to support this, leading to them 
being extensively and expensively poisoned by ranchers – made killable, like deer in England’s 
forests. As Nagy says, the issue is not that there is no reason at all to believe that prairie dogs 
compete with cattle for grass, but that as the animal has become perceived as a trash animal this 
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has reduced the space available for contrary evidence to come forward or non-lethal damage mit-
igation strategies to be pursued. Similarly, I am not trying to argue that there is no reason to believe 
that deer damage forests – they do eat trees – but that the multiple ways in which they are becoming 
seen as trash animals and narratives of out-of-control population increase have contributed to a 
perception of deer as always and everywhere a problem in forests, making them all the more kill-
able in these places. 

6.2. Deer and the urban 
This section of the chapter looks into how the second kind of place in which deer were considered 
out of place – the urban – figures in the moot between humans and deer and interacts with deer 
population increase. As with the rural, the urban as a kind of place can be defined in various ways 
(Woods, 2011). I will mainly be using it here to discuss the valuing of deer in places commonly 
considered urban such as towns, cities and suburbs, but will also consider the increasing appear-
ance of deer in smaller human settlements such as villages. I begin, however, with a look at deer 
in England’s biggest city – London.  

6.2.1. Deer in the big city 
Richard told me that seeing deer in the city messes with people’s perceptions of it as a place: 

Richard: […] there is this kind of paradox really, that it’s a city so 
we don’t have wildlife, it’s only when you come face to face with 
it, or things start, you know we get sent pictures of deer in places 
where people wouldn’t expect to see them, which tell us that they’re 
having an impact on people’s perceptions of the city. 

People don’t expect to see ‘wildlife’ in London – there are plenty of animals they expect to see, 
such as pigeons, foxes, rats, cats, squirrels and so on, but not animals considered to be wildlife, 
like deer. When they do encounter deer, it is notable: people take pictures, and report them to 
wildlife charities. Here he says this changes people’s view of the city, but later in our conversation 
he described how seeing deer in the city also changes perceptions of deer. I asked him what he 
thought of the segment on Winterwatch, mentioned in the introduction to this thesis, which showed 
a herd of fallow deer living in an area just inside the bounds of eastern Greater London and inter-
acting with humans in various ways that seem out of the ordinary – trotting down alleyways, cross-
ing roads in herds, rooting around in bin bags, and taking food from human hands (BBC, 2019). 
He was concerned that the focus on this herd, which is particularly out of the ordinary, obscured 
the more nuanced picture of deer in the city: 

Richard: […] anything that seems a bit odd from usual animal be-
haviour, it kind of becomes almost the emphasis, so the deer herds 
in Harold Hill where they’re walking around the estate and looking 
in bins and stuff, that almost becomes like the prima facie, it be-
comes the kind of the key issue, when it isn’t. And I think that’s the 
thing that we always, as an organisation, we struggle in terms of the 
media imagery of wildlife. It’s either sentimentalised, or it’s kind of 
perceived to be really dangerous, or doing things which are wrong, 
and you know the actual more nuanced, complex picture of what 
wildlife is doing and how behaviour is in the city, is a much more 
difficult message to get across. 

Richard explained that he was surprised and happy to see a growing interest in the natural world, 
but aware of the difficulties this sort of programming can cause when it comes to public percep-
tions about wildlife. As he said, “dangerous” or “wrong” behaviour becomes seen as the key issue 
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rather than any issues raised by a more nuanced picture of animal behaviour. Deer are good can-
didates for creating this kind of mistaken impression because their normal behaviour is difficult to 
observe. A significant encounter with a deer, unless you are a stalker creeping up on one, is almost 
certainly one in which the deer is acting somewhat abnormally, because their normal behaviour is 
to stay out of sight and their most active periods of the day (dawn and dusk) are not shared with 
most humans. The situation is exacerbated in Greater London, Richard explained, because people 
don’t expect to encounter wildlife there at all.  
Tora Holmberg narrates an encounter with a deer in the opening of her book on ‘zoocities’ that 
reflects this perception of the city as not being somewhere you expect to encounter a deer 
(Holmberg, 2015). She describes how her reactions on seeing it were, in quick succession, to 
freeze and marvel at the unexpected encounter, then to feel anxious for the deer because she had 
dogs with her, then to feel irritated at the deer for disturbing her routine, then relieved that her 
dogs were on the lead, because in Uppsala, Sweden, where she was, dogs must be under control 
at all times and she knew that if they were off the lead she might have not been able to stop them 
chasing after the deer (p. 1). As she observes, neither deer nor dogs care much about the city’s 
legal boundaries. Holmberg’s story helps to illuminate the ways in which England’s deer are per-
ceived in urban areas. Deer weren’t really expected or invited to join urban moots and they don’t 
mesh well with the institutions and ideas that govern them. They are seen as out of place, both in 
positive and negative ways – as Holmberg and Richard identified, this makes an encounter with 
a deer in the city very exciting, but also as Richard said, suggests that something is “wrong” with 
deer, that they might be doing something “dangerous”. Being framed as dangerous in this way 
makes deer vulnerable to prejudgment, to being treated as a problem before evidence has been 
collected to suggest they are one – as Richard said, the “more nuanced, complex picture of what 
wildlife is doing” becomes hard to communicate. 
The ways deer are valued in London are a real mix. On one end of the scale, we have the deer of 
the Royal Parks, who have become increasingly valued as a tourist attraction: as Richard said, “the 
semi-wild herds of deer at Richmond Park are now very, very popular”. As discussed in the pre-
vious chapter, the culling of these deer is carried out in the awareness that most Londoners would 
disapprove of it. These deer are highly valued – perhaps the nativist paradigm is at play here, as 
the park herds are made up of species considered native (red and fallow). But more powerful, I 
think, is the knowledge that even though they roam the parks freely they are confined within them, 
and therefore aren’t wild animals in the wrong place, doing something dangerous. Other deer in 
London seem to be teetering on the edge of becoming trash animals at the same time as being 
exciting novelties. When I asked Richard if he could imagine deer in London becoming seen as 
pests if they continued to move in to the city, he said potentially yes, but that the “Bambi factor” 
still held sway. I think Richard is right about the Bambi factor. The view of deer as cute, loveable 
and vulnerable due to the Walt Disney film Bambi is likely preventing deer from being treated as 
trash animals in London, despite them acting like trash animals in multiple ways: eating and living 
amongst human trash, disrupting the usual traffic flow by crossing and blocking roads, and losing 
their fear of humans. Some animals that act in similar ways but are lacking the Bambi factor are 
urban foxes, animals that, in the words of interdisciplinary scholar Charles Foster, “seem to enjoy 
being outrageous” (Foster, 2016, p. 117). In my experience, London foxes act much like human 
Londoners, steadfastly ignoring everyone else while going about their business. When in their 
proper place, the countryside, foxes are viewed sympathetically by Londoners (as evidenced by 
their continuing support for the ban on hunting them (YouGov, 2017)), but in the city they fail to 
elicit compassion – they aren’t cute, they’re associated with dirt and disease, and their continual 
boundary crossing provokes fear and loathing (Cassidy & Mills, 2012). Deer are currently pro-
tected from this ill feeling by the Bambi factor, but who knows how long its power in the moot 
will last. 
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6.2.2. Deer among the houses 
So far, I have described two very different places in which deer are seen as not belonging – firstly 
in forests, their natural habitat, secondly in cities, somewhere most would never expect them to 
live – and the ways in which they are differently valued there. In this section I focus more on areas 
at the urban–rural periphery – the suburbs and villages that blend into farmland – and how deer 
slide in and out of place and are differently valued within them. It is in this section, almost the last 
section where I analyse my interviews, that the theory I’ve being using so far begins to lose its 
explanatory power, and something new and unexplained emerges. I identify it here but return to 
explore it further in the next chapter. 
Early on in our conversation, almost unprompted, Elizabeth described how deer had started ap-
pearing in unexpected places in her area, firstly near her office: 

Elizabeth: […] I mean, I look out the window there [motions be-
hind her] and there are deer.  
Holly: OK, like, often? 
Elizabeth: Fairly often. And on occasion they’re in the garden, so 
they damage things in the garden. They’re much braver than they 
used to be. So I don’t really know what’s happening. 

And later she described how they had begun appearing near her house, in the village: 
Elizabeth: […] we’ve had them in the field outside the house, just 
standing there. 

I’ve been sent pictures and videos of them since – small groups of roe picking their way through 
the field in the early evening light. To give some context to her statements, the area is rural, quiet, 
with little traffic and abundant green space. Her office and two small villages lie alongside the 
river at the bottom of the valley, which is bounded by fields containing livestock (cattle and sheep) 
which fade in to steep hills at either side, dotted with (mainly conifer) forestry plantations. A 
zoomed-out view might consider all of this space, aside from perhaps the centre of the bigger 
village, to be normal deer habitat, but for Elizabeth, having worked here for 24 years, seeing deer 
in the field outside her house, at the edge of the forest out of her office window, and in the gardens 
of the manor house, is out of the ordinary. As she says, she doesn’t understand why it is happening. 
From my conversations with Elizabeth it doesn’t seem that the deer are made killable by being in 
this place, nor is the nativist paradigm at work. Instead, a small feature of trash animal theory that 
I haven’t explored much so far seems to be coming out – that of their disorderliness, their trans-
gression of boundaries, their uncanniness when they become visible in unexpected places. In the 
Trash Animals anthology it is a theme brought out in Charles Bergman’s chapter on wolves, orig-
inally published almost a quarter of a century earlier (Bergman, 2013). In it, Bergman describes 
the wolf as “a threat always hovering on the edges of our lives, on the borders of our conscious-
ness” (p. 40).  
Deer, although they are not usually seen as threatening, occupy a similar role as mysterious, liminal 
creatures – as Joseph put it, “man’s boundaries aren’t theirs”. This is part of their status as wild 
animals; as he said, “if you’re talking about wild deer and you’re deerstalking, you go out, you’re 
looking for the deer, you don’t always see them”. This is what makes it acceptable for him to eat 
them, he said – that they live a free life before a quick death. The correct place for deer is out of 
sight until you go and find them. This makes their appearance among houses disturbing. Holmberg 
discusses this uncanniness of what she calls ‘wastable’ animals in relation to a rat ‘invasion’ of 
Stockholm, when the city’s previously ‘out of sight, out of mind’ rat population became visible, 
crossing spatial and temporal boundaries by appearing in public spaces during the day time 
(Holmberg, 2016). She argues that through “displaying their ‘out-of-place-ness’, they changed the 
place itself”, making Stockholm’s streets and parks seem risky and unruly rather than safe and 
civilised (p.10). Deer are not rats, so their uncanniness when they cross spatial boundaries does 
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not quite have the same flavour, but they do change the villages and towns they are appearing in, 
upsetting the divide between human and animal space. This kind of boundary crossing is charac-
teristic of “anomalous” animals, those don’t fit easily into the spatial categories through which 
people order their worlds and are seen as problem animals or pests accordingly (Knight, 2000). 
Deer in England, as they begin to routinely cross the divide between nature (the rural) and culture 
(the urban), are threatening the spatial order, and in doing so become suspect (Knight, 2000). 

6.2.3. Deer population increase and urban places 
Deer population increase is connected in multiple ways in the moot with the valuing of deer in 
England’s urban spaces. Firstly, it is likely part of the reason deer are increasingly appearing there. 
For instance, Elizabeth suspected that roe deer were making their way into the village in search of 
food, perhaps as a result of food becoming scarce on the hills due to the presence of high numbers 
of deer:  

Elizabeth: […] I think it will reach a point where you know, the 
ground, the land can’t carry any more, and then it starts that they 
become a pest, because they come further down [off the hills and 
into the village] and that’s maybe one of the reasons we’re seeing 
them now […] they are coming further down for food. 

If deer population continues to increase, we can expect more deer in urban settlements. In turn, if 
they adapt well to urban areas and become successful at utilising them as food sources, the current 
tolerance of deer within urban spaces due to novelty and the Bambi factor, in addition to the pre-
viously discussed practical and ethical barriers to culling them in urban spaces, will likely contrib-
ute to population increase further. Ultimately, this will have the effect of making encounters with 
deer in an urban setting less novel and exciting – whether this will end up counteracting the power 
of the Bambi factor and turn urban deer into fully-fledged trash animals remains to be seen. 

Richard and I talked about a way in which human population increase and deer population increase 
are entangled, bringing us increasingly into contact with each other. He pointed out that the in-
creased presence of deer in urban space is partly due to humans moving into spaces that used to 
belong to deer, expanding their settlements into the countryside: 

Richard: […] you know London is growing […] the projections are 
still that we’ll be about 10 million by 2027 and potentially 11 mil-
lion by 2040. And London apparently, whilst we still build sky-
scrapers, society doesn’t want to live that high. So we’re going to 
have to grow out. We’ll be growing and we’ll be building on habitat 
which deer use, so there is a question about the impact of London 
upon deer, rather than deer upon London […] there is an issue about 
how do we accommodate deer in the greenbelt, in the outskirts of 
London, if we are going to be building urban extensions or stuff like 
that, I don’t think we have an understanding of that at all.  
Holly: Yeah, no, that is interesting, that is an angle I hadn’t thought 
about, actually. About how expanding cities will affect deer, as well 
as deer affecting them.  
Richard: Yeah and of course, you know, urban expansions bring 
people and people bring dogs and dogs, clearly, have an impact on 
deer. 

It seems that an increasing population of deer is being cornered in a kind of human pincer move-
ment. On one side, effort is being made to drive deer out of areas least-occupied by people – forests 
and woodlands. On the other, towns and cities are expanding into their surrounding countryside to 
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house England’s growing human population. I suspect this will increase the visibility of deer and 
of deer population increase, improving the likelihood of them being seen as pests and trash ani-
mals. This burden will fall differently on different species due to the nativist paradigm – muntjac, 
in particular, who are in a position where they are not highly valued already, I can see becoming 
considered as trash animals at some point in the future. At the end of the conversation with Richard 
quoted above, he mentioned how along with people expanding into the countryside come their 
dogs. By “impact on deer”, he specified afterwards that he was concerned that the presence of 
more dogs would make deer nervous, disrupting their foraging behaviour and keeping them always 
on the move. To return to Holmberg’s story about her encounter with a deer in Uppsala, though, 
dogs also have the potential change the way people value deer in urban space. If someone encoun-
ters a deer in an urban space while on their own, or with other people, then there is space for the 
Bambi factor and for the reaction Holmberg initially describes – one of surprised wonder. The 
presence of a dog, however, changes the encounter, bringing with it the elements of fear and an-
noyance that Holmberg identifies – fear that the dog will take off after the deer and either hurt it 
or get hurt itself in pursuit, and annoyance that now you must keep a closer watch on your dog, or 
maybe alter your routine, in order to protect the deer. I think this is a fitting final reminder that the 
moot in which the value of deer is negotiated is always both more-than-human and more-than-
deer. 
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7. Discussion and conclusion 

I guess I’m trying to subjectify the universe, because look where 
objectifying it has gotten us.29 
 

Throughout this thesis I have tried always to subjectify – to imagine everything involved in the 
landscape assemblage as a subject rather than as an object, a being rather than a thing, participating 
in agency. I have also striven to be relentlessly specific – to focus on the links between these deer, 
these people, this country, this time period – not on trying to find some universal law or formula 
that explains mammalian population dynamics and thus by extension the case of deer population 
growth in England since 1800. In this final chapter I build up from my specific case, taking a little 
look at the wider implications of my research: where it both fits into and pushes environmental 
history as a discipline, how it could be used to inform and expand the theories I have used, and the 
ways it interacts with wider questions in the humanities. 

7.1. Assembling deer population increase 
Over the past four chapters I have explored the ways in which deer population increase has 
emerged from, been made visible by, and affected the multi-species, multi-object moot that is the 
English landscape assemblage since 1800. In chapter three I introduced our primary melody lines, 
England’s six free-roaming species of deer, along with the history of their presence in the English 
landscape. In chapter four, ‘Knowing the Beast’, I analysed how interactions between the British 
media, the Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology, and civil society organisations such 
as the Deer Initiative, the British Deer Society, and the Game & Wildlife Conservation Trust, 
combined with modernist ideas about the primacy of science in representing animals, have all been 
involved in understanding deer population increase and making it visible. I also discussed the 
likely historical causes of deer population increase, involving deer parks, land prices, the market 
for sheep, the fashion for deer stalking set by Prince Albert and Queen Victoria, the romanticising 
of it in the paintings of Sir Edwin Landseer, and the introduction of non-native deer species to 
England. In the final section of the chapter, I explored the concerns prompted by the visibility of 
deer population increase, created through the involvement of ticks, Lyme disease, livestock, foot-
and-mouth disease, motor vehicles, and roads. 
In chapter five, ‘Killing and eating deer’, I added stalkers to the assemblage, along with the laws, 
institutions and organisations that govern them and the weapons they use. Here we met Natural 
England, Forestry England, Deer Management Qualifications and Deer Management Groups. 
Along with the stalkers came their ethics, the different ways in which they value deer, the price of 
venison, the availability and distribution of game dealers, changing rural economies, gamekeepers, 
wildlife trusts, native flora, trends in meat consumption, refrigerators, poachers, and their dogs. 
And let us not forget the historical involvement of the mounted hunt, with its attendant horses, 
packs of hounds, and valuing of deer with different characteristics to those valued by stalkers. In 
chapter six, ‘Deer out of place’, I discussed how places also figure in the creation, perception of, 
and response to deer population increase. Here the assembled ranks of the moot were swelled by 
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trees, commercial forests, modern forest machinery, environmentalists, politicians, cull targets, 
ancient woodlands, hares, bluebells, imaginings of the urban, television programmes, camera 
phones, the Bambi factor, human population increase, and pet dogs. 
This list of the many connections I have drawn around deer population increase demonstrates the 
power of assemblage theory for exploring questions in environmental history. Using assemblages 
has helped me transcend thorny nature-culture and material-ideal divides, bringing together factors 
surrounding deer population increase as diverse as the foraging habits of muntjac with human 
ethical taboos, antlers with the class system, the differently shaped teeth of hares and deer with the 
price of venison. There are alternative frameworks more frequently used by environmental histo-
rians that bring together natural and cultural factors which I could have employed. Political ecol-
ogy, for example, is a field in which economics, politics and nature are viewed as connected, with 
changes in nature (such as an increase in the population of a kind of animal) understood as the 
outcome of political and economic processes (Robbins, 2012). Taking a political ecology approach 
to explore deer population increase would have well captured some of the causes of deer popula-
tion increase I wrote about: for example, how the low price of venison and shrinking availability 
of local game dealers prevents stalkers from shooting more deer than they can personally consume, 
thus contributing to deer population increase. But it would have meant leaving out factors that I 
see as relevant, such as how the deer themselves have brought about deer population increase and 
responded to it (by moving into new spaces, adapting their diets to human niches, crossbreeding 
with other species, and so on) as well as the participation of other animals, such as the involvement 
of pet dogs in how deer are perceived in urban spaces. In traditional political ecology animals are 
just resources, acted upon by human political and economic institutions, not actors themselves, as 
they have been throughout this thesis. Political ecologist Paul Robbins argues that the discipline 
has recently warmed up to the idea of non-human agency, be that biological or inanimate, but 
contends that “a great many problems remain” with the gathering of evidence for non-human 
agency, especially when it comes to prioritising causes (deciding which factors “matter most” to 
an outcome) (Robbins, 2012, pp. 231-243). As you may have noticed, I have not chosen to prior-
itise the causes of deer population increase I have identified – I simply say that they are all in-
volved, all connected, all part of the story. This is bothersome for many, but it needn’t be. As I 
discussed in chapter two, researching and writing about assemblages requires you to hold two 
things in your mind at once: everything is equally part of the assemblage, like every note is equally 
part of a piece of music, and yet there are melody lines. It all depends on your choice of focus. 
The particular variant of assemblage theory I have used, inspired by Tsing and Olwig, of the land-
scape assemblage imagined as a moot, has proved fruitful for exploring the key terrain of environ-
mental history – the long-term interactions of human societies and nature. Although I have focused 
on the time period since 1800, the longue durée of the English landscape assemblage is present in 
the moot through the laws, traditions and cultural ideas shared by the people within it, as well as 
the physical features of the landscape these have shaped. English imaginings and practices of the 
rural-urban divide, for example, did not come about in the past two centuries, yet they continue to 
hold sway in the moot and affect people’s response to deer population increase and the way deer 
are valued. As I have shown, imagining landscapes as ongoing negotiations involving humans, 
animals, plants and objects can help us to explore questions in environmental history in new ways. 
As Tsing says: the participants in the moot may not acknowledge other directly, they may choose 
to ignore each other, they may not even know the other is present, but all decline or flourish in the 
spaces made by others (Tsing, 2017). In England today, deer are flourishing in the spaces negoti-
ated by a great many others, multiplying wildly in the cracks. 

7.2. Moving beyond trash animals 
Throughout the thesis I have used three main theories to interpret and understand how deer popu-
lation increase, perceptions of deer and how we treat them are linked: trash animals, killability, 
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and the nativist paradigm. The valuing of the native over the non-native and the killability of trash 
animals are themes touched on in Trash Animals, but I drew them out as separate theories because 
they can work in different ways. Killable animals are not necessarily “worthless”, for example, as 
trash animals are argued to be by Nagy and Johnson – as I have shown, even the most killable deer 
in England have worth as a potential food source. And non-natives are not always seen as “ugly” 
– sika, for example, have been highly valued by hunters for their antlers, while at the same time 
being disliked by conservationists for interbreeding with red deer and changing their aesthetics. 
None of England’s deer species can be said to be fully trash animals in the sense identified by 
Nagy and Johnson – none of them are really considered to be ugly, dangerous, filthy or despicable, 
and all deer in England have some worth and value, even if it is slipping as deer population in-
creases. What is perhaps under-theorised in Trash Animals is the process of becoming trash – not 
enough work is done in the volume to understand and explain how the animals in question came 
to be treated as trash in the first place.  
I think the reason for this gap is Nagy and Johnson’s focus on ‘trash animal’ as a human construct, 
a subjective category that can only be used to say something of the human desires and fears about 
the animal in question (p. 8). These desires and fears are treated as if they are a human construction, 
nothing more. The authors are explicit about this, saying that describing an animal as trash says 
nothing of the “inherent qualities of animal itself” (p. 4), only something about people and their 
“erratic” and “irrational” prejudices (pp. 8–9). If it’s just a whim of the human imagination, this 
makes it arbitrary which animals become trash animals and uninteresting how they do so. Contrary 
to this, and in line with how I argued in the previous section, I think the animals do indeed have 
something to do with it. I don’t wish to say trash animals are to ‘blame’ for becoming trash animals, 
or that we should be happy and content with treating them as such because they ‘deserve’ it some-
how, merely that their actions are involved in the process. My research suggests that the actions 
which are particularly pertinent are those that involve the crossing of human boundaries. In the 
case of England’s deer, they are crossing many boundaries on the road to becoming trash animals. 
In chapter six in particular, I discussed the spatial boundaries that deer have begun crossing – the 
boundary between the rural and the urban, between London and the rest of the country, between 
the hill and the village. Right at the start of this thesis, in the introduction, part of what started me 
thinking that something was ‘up’ with deer was them transgressing a temporal boundary, letting 
themselves be visible during the day time rather than sheltering under the cover of darkness. An-
other boundary being crossed, by England’s non-native deer species in particular, is the one we 
hold up between wild and domestic animals – those distant from and those close to humans. Munt-
jac, sika and Chinese water deer appear wild, in that they roam about freely, but they are also 
clearly the product of human intervention and, in historical terms, only recently escaped human 
confinement in deer parks. I think this boundary crossing is a key part of becoming trash animal, 
an under-explored element of the theory which could be researched and expanded upon further in 
the future. 

7.3. The moot goes on 
In the introduction to Trash Animals, the authors are optimistic that by looking at a combination 
of a trash animal’s biology and its cultural history people could learn to “think straight” about it 
(p. 10). They propose that information, education and greater understanding could remove animals 
from the trash animal category; “might we,” they ask, “find a better way to be neighbours simply 
by changing our minds and then our behaviours?” (p. 10). I am not sure such optimism is justified. 
It is based not only on the idea, as discussed in the previous section, that the animals themselves 
have ‘nothing to do with it’, but also on the idea that we can detach our minds from culture and 
history and forge new ideas about animals with relative ease. It also rests on the idea that science, 
in this case biology, is the correct rational way to understand animals and can be used to counteract 
‘irrational’ cultural ideas and histories of them. Needless to say, I am not of this opinion. There 
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are many different rationalities in the moot, and scientific representations of England’s deer must 
continue to debate with the different ways in which deer are valued and understood by others, as 
well as with the deer themselves. All of this is still being negotiated; the moot goes on. 
And the moot changes. As Tsing says, landscape assemblages are “gatherings of ways of being in 
the making” – they are never finished (Tsing, 2017, p. 7). Throughout this thesis, I have identified 
a fair few melodies that are growing in volume in the landscape. There is the anti-hunting senti-
ment of the general public, which will come in to play if any plans are made to arrest deer popu-
lation increase, particularly on the urban periphery. There are various food movements (such as 
veganism and the organic, ‘real food’ trend Richard and I discussed) which sometimes pull in the 
same direction, sometimes in opposite directions, and may yet come to affect the numbers of deer 
killed for food. While some previously powerful melodies fade from the moot, such as the horn 
calls of the hounds, horses and masters of the mounted hunt, new ones are emerging: the grunts of 
a growing reindeer herd in Scotland, the yapping of urban pooches setting eyes on a deer for the 
first time, and the savage song of a rewilding movement that aims to bring predators of deer – 
wolves and lynx – back to Britain. Perhaps the pedal point of my assemblage, a sustained note that 
has been lurking in the bassline for the past two centuries at least, is the Anthropocene. A term 
initially proposed to denote the era in which humankind has become a global geological actor, the 
Anthropocene has come to speak for the multiple ways in which humans have massively trans-
formed and disrupted all Earth systems (Tsing, et al., 2017). Although the common Anthropocene 
song is one of human destruction of the conditions for animal life, deer population increase in 
England is a clear countermelody. England’s deer have taken the Anthropocene and run with it, 
surviving and thriving in a moot of multispecies making. 
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