
Edited by

Nicolas Lainé
Paul G. Keil
Khatijah Rahmat

composing 
worlds with
elephants
Interdisciplinary dialogues



Edited by

Nicolas Lainé 
Paul G. Keil 
Khatijah Rahmat

collection 
[mondes vivants]

composing 
worlds with
elephants
Interdisciplinary 
dialogues



Editorial coordination
Corinne Lavagne

Copy editing
Octopus editing

Proof reading
Anne Causse

Graphic design
Alan Guilvard - Format Tygre

Page layout
Aline Lugand – Gris Souris

Photo engraving
IGS-CP

Cover: © Paul G. Keil  
The mahout, Oupe, caringly hand-feeding the sub-adult female, Rohila,  
before she returns to the forest for the evening (Kamrup, Assam, 2014). 

© IRD, 2023

FrenCh nATIOnAL reSeArCh InSTITuTe  
FOr SuSTAInAbLe deveLOPmenT

Paper ISBN: 978-2-7099-2993-6
PDF ISBN: 978-2-7099-2994-3
Epub ISBN: 978-2-7099-2995-0

This publication is open-access and made available to the public under the terms of 
the Creative Commons license CC BY-NC-ND 4.0, which can be viewed at https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-rednd/4.0/deed.en. Under this license, the original 
work can be freely distributed as long as the authors and publishers are credited and a link to 
the license CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 is provided. Modifications are not authorised and the work 
must be published in its entirety. The material may not be used for commercial purposes.



COmPOSInG wOrLdS wITh eLePhAnTS 29

|  IntroductIon 

Relations between humans and elephants are ancient and ever-evolving. 
Histories and geographies of the land have been co-constituted through 
material and affective relations between humans and elephants, espe-
cially across Asia and Africa (Sukumar, 2003; Trautmann, 2015). The 
colonial expansion by Europeans also co-opted the abilities of these 
tropical giants into Western modes of accumulation and disposses-
sion, remnants of which are still visible and felt (Shell, 2019; Keil, 
2020). The various modes of cohabitation with elephants have been 
depicted through much of written or pictorial history, especially in 
India, as, for example, in the classical texts of the Hastividyarnava or 
Mātangalīla, or through Indian art and sculpture down the ages (see 
chapter  6, this volume). Modern scientific engagement with human-
elephant interactions is, however, fairly new and mostly rooted in the 
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disciplines of the natural sciences. The social sciences, too, have recently 
forayed into examining this relationship and have begun to contribute 
widely and quite critically. Both the natural and social sciences have, 
however, established rather independent understandings of human and 
elephant worlds and generalised these interspecies relations into rather 
simplistic compartmentalisation of conflict versus coexistence. Human 
and elephant worlds thus become non-overlapping, complex, and self-
dependent systems and present virtually no possibilities of an organic 
fusion of their lifeworlds.

Such disciplinary silos, however, seem to be cracking, as scholars from 
both disciplines are creating constructive bridges to integrate different 
perspectives. The results of these dialogues are encouraging, as they break 
new ground and further intriguing research questions related to pos-
sibly resilient human-elephant futures (Lorimer, 2010; Locke, 2013; 
Barua & Sinha, 2017). Multidisciplinarity has thus truly become the 
need of the hour to understand human-elephant relations. In such a 
context, we propose a gendered perspective of the political and affective 
ecologies of this relationship. We first briefly describe three approaches 
to examine human-elephant relations and then offer a case study to 
integrate these approaches through the social category of gender. The 
ultimate goal of this endeavour is not to necessarily provide an objective 
understanding of human-elephant relations but to offer novel pathways 
that could be explored in the near future.

The first of these approaches is located in the field of political ecology, 
with its well-established body of work providing critical perspectives 
on how power asymmetries orient human and animal spaces (Adams 
& Hutton, 2007; Srinivasan, 2016; Bluwstein, 2018). Taking into 
consideration the hybrid subjectivities of the interacting humans and 
elephants, the second approach is that of affective, more-than-human 
ecologies, a field that has recently begun to investigate the ethnogra-
phies of multispecies assemblages that integrate concepts from ethol-
ogy, geography, and philosophy, among others (Fuentes 2010; Locke, 
2013; Govindrajan, 2018; Sinha et al., 2021). Finally, we suggest 
behavioural diversity as the third approach, a culmination of insights 
drawn from studies of humans encountering elephants, as well as other 
species, with local molecular behavioural responses, generated spatio-
temporally, contributing to our understanding of molar behavioural 
decisions that characterise multitudes of encounters in a variety of 
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settings (Baum, 2004; Srinivasaiah et al., 2012, 2019; McComb et al., 
2014; Evans & Adams, 2018; Vijayakrishnan et al., 2018).

|  PolItIcal ecologIes 
of human-elePhant relatIons

The political ecologies of human-elephant relations aim to examine the 
impacts of broader sociopolitical structures on landscape configurations, 
including elephant reserves and elephant corridors, and on the human-
elephant encounter itself. The global circulation of material, capital, and 
labour, as well as the hyper-consumerism of the Global North, has often 
dictated local land-use planning policies in the Global South, espe-
cially in the countries recovering from European colonialism (Bryant 
& Bailey, 1997; Robbins, 2011; Sultana, 2020). These asymmetries 
result in agricultural and industrial expansion into “natural” spaces of 
terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems, thereby generating novel human-
wildlife encounters with increasing frequency (Madhusudan, 2005; 
Margulies & Karanth, 2018). At the local level, social and politi-
cal inequalities shape and modify animal spaces, by changing landscape 
cover, often leading to their degradation and fragmentation, thereby 
enhancing the overlap of needs and spaces of resource-dependent  
humans and wildlife, with the Asian elephant being an important  
species that is being increasingly negatively affected (Barua, 2014). The 
costs and benefits of living close to elephants are also disproportion-
ately distributed according to privileges and rights, typically based on 
class, caste, gender, ethnicity, place or other social markers (Ogra, 2008; 
Barua et al., 2013; Jadhav & Barua, 2012; Banerjee & Sharma, 
2022). Although such analysis has often provided critical insights into 
the causes and impacts of human-elephant encounters, the current 
approaches adopted by political ecology have often been criticised for 
an overemphasis on the “human” as their central subject (Srinivasan & 
Kasturirangan, 2016; Margulies & Bersaglio, 2018). Thus, even 
though political ecology has considered elephants and elephant spaces, 
the nonhuman has never become the “lively”actor of its narratives. 
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|  affectIve ecologIes

The “more-than-human” turn in ecological geography considers a land-
scape’s evolution as a shared achievement of both humans and non-
humans alike (Hinchcliffe, 2003; Whatmore, 2006): animals are 
then active subjects with wilful agency, capable of affecting lives and 
landscape-level processes, far beyond themselves. Thus, there have been 
fervent calls for integrating individual and collective human and animal 
subjectivities and understanding the affective atmospheres of “other-
than-humans” (Barua & Sinha, 2017; Lorimer et al., 2017). The 
inclusion of elephant lifeworlds in broader ecological analyses would 
then lead to the active rejection of any projection of the human merely 
against the backdrop of the animal and to the prominent recognition of 
the purposefulness of the elephants’ agency to co-create a world shared 
with humans and other agencies (Buller, 2013). Moreover, through 
Ingold’s (1995) concept of “dwelling” and Haraway’s (2008) idea of 
companion species, various aspects of the cohabitation between human 
and nonhuman species are being increasingly examined, whether in 
homes, cities, forests or even in “rurban”areas, referring to rural spaces 
experiencing gradual urbanisation (Sorokin & Zimmerman, 1929; 
Parsons, 1949; Srinivasaiah et al., 2022). The Asian elephant has 
also found a niche in such research, primarily due to its long history 
of being integral to several human communities. More specifically, the 
intimate working relations, circulation of affects—the intensely inter-
personal, unconscious, precognitive, often inexpressible, flow of sensa-
tions between bodies (Anderson, 2006; Sinha et al., 2021)—and the 
various embodied responses in the construction of lives and landscapes 
by domestic elephants and their keepers, crosscutting the personal and 
the professional in their shared worlds, have now been documented in 
Locke’s (2013) and Münster’s (2016) studies in Nepal and south-
ern India respectively. Such affective, multispecies relations between 
domestic/wild elephants and humans have also been reported from 
northeastern India (Keil, 2016; Lainé, 2020) and can be argued to 
emerge from the historical material politics and interspecies relation-
ships typical of the region. Barua (2014) has tracked, in great detail, the 
environmental history, elephant lives and associated subaltern concerns 
in a co-produced landscape in the state of Assam in northeastern India. 
He showed how the lives of humans and wild elephants have remained 
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entangled through the politico-environmental histories of colonial and 
postcolonial times. Finally, we argue that one must also recognise the 
multi-layered sociality, complex decision-making processes and sophis-
ticated cognitive abilities that characterise the nonhuman species, so 
reminiscent of ourselves and our lives, and which warrant a far closer 
examination of their and our shared lifeworlds (Sinha & Srinivasaiah, 
2021). Our own studies of wild and domestic elephants have, therefore, 
begun to unravel them as affectively driven, cognitively behaving, sub-
jective individual beings, responding, in their own unique ways, to their 
respective social and natural environments and histories (Srinivasaiah 
et al., 2012, 2019; Vijayakrishnan & Sinha, 2019).

|  BehavIoural dIversIty

While political as well as affective traditions have separately examined 
human-elephant relations, they find commonality in conceptualising 
humans or elephants as mere species and not as individuals with situ-
ated behaviours. The studies on behavioural diversity in both human and 
elephant dimensions have, however, documented several individualised 
behavioural repertoires that critically reflect on the generalised term 
“human-elephant relations” that is often held to the fore. Integrating 
the social sciences into ecological research has begun an in-depth 
examination of local communities’ perceptions, attitudes, and behav-
iours towards certain wild animals and their spaces. A myriad of demo-
graphic, socioeconomic, political, and experiential factors have, in the 
process, been found to strongly influence specific human perspectives 
and behaviours towards wildlife, including elephants (Ogra, 2008; He 
et al., 2011; Allendorf & Allendorf, 2013; Talukdar & Gupta, 
2018; Ramesh et al., 2019). Across Africa and Asia, for example, some 
of the important predictors of human responses to perceived “conflict” 
with elephants are place-based. They range across various geographi-
cal factors, including ethnicity, settlement, and agricultural patterns, 
and other factors, such as human density, household characteristics, 
and even human aspirations (Lenin and Sukumar, 2011). From the 
elephants’ perspective, more recent, long-term studies of wild elephants 
in human-dominated, mixed-use landscapes of southern India have 
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likewise documented behavioural shifts among individual elephants, 
influenced by their age, sociality or, more importantly, by their indi-
vidual and herd experiences (Srinivasaiah et al., 2012, 2019). While 
studies over the last four decades have shown that patterns of risk-tak-
ing behaviour, such as crop-foraging, differ significantly between male 
and female elephants, as well as across younger and older individuals 
(Balasubramanian et al., 1995; Sukumar, 2003; Desai & Riddle, 
2015), we have recently reported the formation of stable, all-male ele-
phant groups, comprising socially bonded individuals from different 
age categories, which have evolved novel behavioural strategies that 
are particularly adept in reducing human-induced risks and increasing 
their gains from foraging on agricultural crops (Srinivasaiah et al., 
2012, 2019). Such biological adaptations, which could also be sociolog-
ical, psychological or physiological, have allowed elephants to survive 
successfully and occasionally thrive in these unique, human-gener-
ated landscapes (Figure 1). Encounters and the resulting interactions 

Figure 1 | A herd of elephants roaming in a tea garden. 

As forests shrink in quantity and quality due to political and economic reasons, elephants have behaviourally 
adapted to a life within tea estates and nearby cropfields, leading to increased material and affective encoun-
ters with people. 
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between humans and elephants are thus never uniform across time or 
space and, in turn, produce unusual relationships that are dynamic and 
often modulated by multispecies behavioural shifts and adaptations. 
Such interacting behavioural diversity, therefore, generates multiple 
human-elephant relations, each unique to itself and almost invariably 
confined to particular spaces over defined periods of time. 

|  gender

Gender is a socially constructed category directly bearing on all three 
approaches of examining human-elephant relations discussed above. 
Of these, the political ecological approaches have experienced sig-
nificant expansion following integration with feminist concerns. The 
other two approaches, however, have not explored how they could be 
affected by incorporating gender as a focal analytical axis. In order 
to explore the importance of gender in configuring our notions of 
human-elephant relations, we conducted a preliminary exploration, 
using an oral history design, of people’s narratives and perceptions of 
living with elephants in a forest-agriculture landscape in Udalguri, a 
typical human-elephant “conflict” hotspot in the state of Assam in 
northeastern India.

Assam has experienced transformations in its physical and human geog-
raphy through its colonial history, as well as in the post-independence 
era. Over the last two hundred years, the rapid conversion of forest, 
grasslands, and communal lands into plantations, reserves and settled 
farmlands has led to the subsequent settlement of various ethnic groups 
and their engagement in these “productive” activities (Saikia, 2011; 
Sharma et al., 2012). This has resulted in strong resentment among the 
indigenous people of Assam and led to violent episodes of struggle for 
self-determination in the late-20th century (Baruah, 1999). Among 
these social mobilisations, the Bodoland movement attempted to estab-
lish a separate territory for the indigenous Bodo populace as a response 
to the perceived historical injustice meted out to them over centuries 
(Vandekerckhove & Sukyens, 2010; Misra, 2012). Udalguri has 
historically been part of this violent landscape. After an agreement 
between the Indian state, government of Assam and representatives 
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of the Bodoland movement, an arrangement for a quasi-self-gover-
nance system, under the aegis of the Bodoland Territorial Autonomous 
District, was established in the region in 2003.

The elephant habitat in Udalguri has been partially lost, degraded or 
fragmented over the last four decades, overlapping with the Bodoland 
movement, primarily due to agricultural expansion, human migration, 
and socio-political conflicts over land. As a result, elephant incursions 
into crop fields and human settlements have significantly increased over 
the years. Human-elephant encounters reach their peak during agricul-
tural harvest, with the resultant direct impacts consisting of crop and 
asset damages, as well as injuries and the death of humans and elephants 
alike. In such a mixed-ethnic and mixed-use landscape, we sought to 
understand the gender implications of living close to and interacting 
with wild elephants in the everyday. 

Scholarship in feminist political ecology has revealed that resource 
use is differently structured along gender lines, especially in South 
and Southeast Asia (Agarwal, 1992), with gendered asymmetries 
in survival techniques, everyday responsibilities, and collective action 
(Sundberg, 2017; Sultana, 2020). Gendered roles and responsibili-
ties, usage of space, division of labour, and asymmetric access to tangible 
and intangible resources—all tend to produce gendered perceptions 
of wildlife (Kellert & Berry, 1987; Hill, 1998; Kuriyan, 2002; 
Ogra, 2008; Bhatia et al., 2020), gendered costs and benefits from 
living close to wildlife (Ogra, 2008; Barua et al., 2013; Banerjee & 
Sharma, 2022) and gendered hierarchies, both in public and in private 
(Doubleday, 2020).

In our rural landscapes, the nature of work, both domestic and repro-
ductive, orients resource requirements and space utilisations, with dif-
ferential space use leading to women and men experiencing encounters 
and interactions with elephants differently (Banerjee, 2017). Across 
the ethnic groups in our study area, women living in the vicinity of 
the forest perform specific duties as part of household work, includ-
ing collecting firewood and drinking water. In the absence of ame-
nities such as liquefied petroleum gas, typically used for cooking, or 
water pump stations, these duties predispose women to frequent for-
ests, riverbanks or tea estates to collect the necessary resources. This 
gendered work leads them to encounter elephants at relatively higher 
frequencies, as these are spaces significantly utilised by elephants in the 
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course of their movement, foraging or resting. Men, in contrast, inter-
act with elephants mostly in agricultural spaces while guarding crops 
at night. During the agricultural season, men are “socially expected” to 
guard crops at night, either individually or in groups, and to drive out 
invading elephants. Such encounters are typically aggressive and often 
violent, with many men—and several, usually male, elephants—losing 
their lives every year.

The impacts of such gendered experiences with elephants, and the 
responses to them, often become gendered. Our own studies (Banerjee 
& Sharma, 2022; Banerjee & Sinha, 2023) and those by Ogra (2008), 
Jadhav & Barua (2012), Gogoi (2018) and Doubleday (2020) have 
also shown that living with elephants imposes disproportionate burdens 
on men and women. Direct, visible impacts, such as death or injuries, 
occur more for men due to more close-contact encounters with ele-
phants. For women, the impacts, arising from their continued use of 
risky spaces, increased workload, and death or incapacitation of the main 
earning members of the family, are often long-term, uncompensated 
and hidden. Akin to Ogra (2008), we observed men in our study site 
adapted to their economic losses through out-migration or engaging in 
more non-farm, daily-wage-based activities. However, women’s health 
and adaptation status was typically unchanged or even compromised by 
their continued use of elephant spaces to fulfil their household work. It 
was also observed that women’s agricultural and forest-based activities 
often intensified in the absence of men, who had migrated to urban 
centres. Thus, socioeconomically modulated gendered roles and respon-
sibilities, along with the differential use of space they entailed, appeared 
to produce gendered vulnerabilities, risks and impacts that were deeply 
embedded within the quotidian lives spent amongst elephants.

Gender, we therefore suggest, needs to be studied as a focal political  
category in our search for landscape reorderings and reconfigurations 
of elephant spaces. Gendered negotiations of living amongst elephants 
typically lead to the formation of specific knowledge and perceptions of 
their behaviour and the development of particular perspectives of other 
species. Women and men thus often emphasised the problems faced by 
elephants with analogies that mirrored those in their own lives, leading  
to an active anthropomorphising of the elephants in distinct ways 
(Banerjee & Sharma, 2022; Banerjee & Sinha, 2023). Moreover, we 
believe that such gendered imaginings could also reflect differential 
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readings of individual elephants on the basis of the elephant’s sex and 
their evidently gendered behavioural profiles (Srinivasaiah et al., 
2012), but these await further elucidation.

Poverty and resource unavailability also emerged as recurrent themes in 
many of these narratives, wherein humans and elephants were described 
as being comparatively deprived. Additionally, these anthropomorphised 
narratives often became gendered when women and men offloaded their 
respective vulnerabilities to describe the deprived lives and times of the 
elephants with which they shared their days and nights. Describing ele-
phants’ crop foraging behaviour in “human spaces”, for example, women 
often compared such behaviour with their own activities of foraging 
for firewood and wild vegetables in the forest. In contrast, men who 
engaged more in non-farm, daily wage-based livelihoods in other vil-
lages and towns made sense of male elephant movements through anal-
ogies of their daily or periodic migrations in search of work and money 
to run their families. Even though these observations emerged from 
asking male and female respondents how they perceived “elephants”—
referring to all individual elephants within a singular category—we reit-
erate that such anthropomorphisms could incorporate further elements 
of “gendering of elephants”, with fe/male elephants being perceived in 
specifically different ways by fe/male humans. Such gendered anthro-
pomorphisation could also be seen as a way of being in this world, 
along with the elephants of that place, thereby conceptually “situating” 
specific knowledge in a spatio-temporal continuum. However, such 
situated knowledge (Haraway, 1988) is often not expressed but only 
experienced silently, remaining latent and undiscovered. Thus, there is 
an urgent imperative to explore these affective, dominantly vernacular 
ethologies, for without them we would have very little understanding of 
how encounters with elephants and the circulation of affects are them-
selves gendered, especially given that perceptions towards elephants and 
material realities are gendered in their own right as well. Finally, we 
need to unpack how affects and emotions, gendered as they may be, 
mediate these relations, at least from the human perspective. 

While there may indeed be sex differences in human responses towards 
wildlife, such correlations typically remain limited to explanations based 
on sex and not gender. Being male or female is often considered a cul-
mination of gendering processes that develop through spatiotempo-
ral as well as eco-behavioural pathways, which are usually place- and 
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time-sensitive. Without explorations of how gendering develops and 
is performed, the linkages between sex/gender and one’s attitudes and 
actions towards wildlife will remain incompletely understood. These lim-
itations can also be extended to other social categories, such as caste, eth-
nicity or class. As gender cuts across all these categories, it could become 
the foundation for such intersectional analysis. The community that we 
studied was multi-ethnic, with specific component histories of the peo-
ple embedded variously in the landscape. Gender relations within these 
groups were also different, with the men generally being socioeconomi-
cally dominant across all ethnicities. How the resultant ethno-gendered 
perspectives affect the community’s knowledge and response to elephants 
they interacted in the everyday, requires further investigation (Figure 2). 
Finally, the notion of gendered encounters becomes even more intriguing 
when we question whether other-than-humans, such as elephants, could 
themselves also have individualised gendered lifeworlds. 

Figure 2 | Body of a dead elephant visited by the nearby local community. 

Live and dead elephants become gendered portals for the local communities to know what elephants are 
and how to live alongside them. 
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|  synthesIs

Can the current approaches to study human-elephant relations, namely 
political ecology, affective ecology and behavioural diversity, be inte-
grated through an examination of gender? We suggest that a focus on 
gender as a developmental process may provide a unique vantage point 
to explore the interplay of power, affect, emotions, attitudes and actions 
within the co-constructed lifeworlds of humans and elephants across a 
shared landscape.

Returning to our postulation that interdisciplinary investigations of 
multispecies assemblages are becoming essential in the Anthropo/
Capitalocene, there is an urgent need to combine the perspectives of 
political and affective ecologies in locating human-elephant relations, 
both spatially and temporally. We suggest that the hybrid subjec-
tivities of such assemblages, including their interactions and power 
asymmetries, be interrogated by studying the individualised lives of 
both humans and elephants, not merely as a clash of two combative 
species. Both elephants and humans thus become active lively agents, 
able to harness their behavioural diversity and adaptabilities to co-
construct their shared lives and landscapes over space and time. A 
directed attention to gender, in addition, could provide a crucial key 
to comprehensively establish these vital linkages. We are convinced 
that gender specifically affects all these categories, be they politi-
cal, affective ecologies or behavioural diversity, and thus serves as an 
entry point in furthering our understanding of human-elephant life-
worlds through the generation of novel questions, possibilities and 
capabilities. 

We also suggest that before examining the linkages amongst the three 
approaches through gender, it may be necessary to further our under-
standing of how gender interacts with affective ecologies and behavioural 
diversity, in particular sociocultural landscapes. Such considerations 
require scholarly engagement, in its own merit, with the functional 
integration of the already established field of feminist political ecol-
ogy with the emergent fields of “en-gendered” affective ecologies and 
behavioural diversity; only then will we be able to rethink and reorient 
towards effective, novel understandings of human-elephant relations in 
ever-changing landscapes. 
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