
[FIGURE] FIG 0.0

ELEPHANTS AND ETHICS

 1.Wemmer,Elephants and Ethics  2/1/08  2:22 PM  Page i



 1.Wemmer,Elephants and Ethics  2/1/08  2:22 PM  Page ii



Edited by
CHRISTEN WEMMER AND CATHERINE A. CHRISTEN

ELEPHANTS 
AND ETHICS
TOWARD A MORALITY OF COEXISTENCE
Foreword by John Seidensticker

THE JOHNS HOPKINS UNIVERSITY PRESS
BALTIMORE

 1.Wemmer,Elephants and Ethics  2/1/08  2:22 PM  Page iii



© 2008 The Johns Hopkins University Press
All rights reserved. Published 2008

Printed in the United States of America on 
acid-free paper

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

The Johns Hopkins University Press
2715 North Charles Street

Baltimore, Maryland 21218-4363
www.press.jhu.edu

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication
Data

Elephants and ethics: toward a morality of 
coexistence / Christen Wemmer and Catherine A.

Christen, edited by ; foreword by John
Seidensticker.

page  cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
isbn-13: 978-0-8018-8818-2 (hardcover : alk.

paper)
isbn-10: 0-8018-8818-2 (hardcover : alk. paper)

1. Elephants—Effect of human beings on—Moral
and ethical aspects.  2. Animal welfare—Moral

and ethical aspects.  I. Wemmer, Christen M.
II. Christen, Catherine A. (Catherine Ann)

hv4747.n48  2008
179'.3—dc22      2007036045

A catalog record for this book is available from the
British Library.

Frontispiece: Prithiviraj Fernando
Figure on page 00: Christen Wemmer

Special discounts are available for bulk purchases of
this book. For more information, please contact 
Special Sales at 410-516-6936 or specialsales@press
.jhu.edu.

The Johns Hopkins University Press uses environ-
mentally friendly book materials, including recy-
cled text paper that is composed of at least 30
percent post-consumer waste, whenever possible.
All of our book papers are acid-free, and our jack-
ets and covers are printed on paper with recycled
content.

Chapter Opening Art Credits
1: Jordana Meyer
2: Smithsonian Institution Archives, 
SIA2008-0924
3: Donna Nissani
4: Petter Granli / elephantvoices.org
5: Courtesy John Edwards, London
6: Jessie Cohen, Smithsonian’s National Zoo
7: Janine L. Brown
8: Disney’s Animal Kingdom
9: Mehgan Murphy, Smithsonian’s National Zoo
10: Smithsonian Institution Archives, 
SIA2008-0922
11: Feld Entertainment, Inc.
12: Smithsonian Institution Archives,  
SIA2008-0926
13: Disney’s Animal Kingdom
14: Jessie Cohen, Smithsonian’s National Zoo
15: Disney’s Animal Kingdom
16: Prithiviraj Fernando
17: Petter Granli / elephantvoices.org
18: Hank Hammatt
19: Petter Granli / elephantvoices.org
20: Jordana Meyer
21: Stephen Blake, Wildlife Conservation Society
22: Joyce Poole / elephantvoices.org

 1.Wemmer,Elephants and Ethics  2/1/08  2:22 PM  Page iv



V. Krishnamurthy
(1927–2002)

This volume is dedicated to the 
memory of Dr. V. Krishnamurthy, 
a remarkable Forest Veterinary Surgeon 
of India’s Tamil Nadu Forest Department. 
Doc devoted his humble life to the care 
and welfare of Asian elephants. 
He enriched his colleagues by sharing 
his peaceful wisdom and his penetrating 
understanding of elephants. 
His unwavering ethical convictions 
are a legacy of hope for those 
who carry the torch. 
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21 TOWARD AN ETHIC OF INTIMACY:
TOURING AND TROPHY HUNTING
FOR ELEPHANTS IN AFRICA
REBECCA HARDIN

Elephants’ interactions with people are particularly revealing of power and
status relations between humans. These human relationships, often gen-
dered or racialized in nature, and often reflective of postcolonial politics,
can determine elephants’ fates. I set forth some historical, ethnographic,
and ethical ideas not only about the relationships of elephants to humans
but also the roles—real and imagined—elephants play in human histories
and cultures. In particular, I explore through brief historical commentary
two familiar and economically significant modes of human interaction
with elephants, safari hunting, and tourism in Africa. I then present in
more ethnographic depth some highlights from a case study of elephant
 conservation- through-tourism in a protected area of southwestern Central
African Republic (CAR). My review of historical relations of domination
and appropriation of elephants disaggregates European attitudes and ac-
tors from the colonial era and also integrates an analysis of symbolic and
embodied practices in a contemporary site. This approach enables a more
nuanced analysis of conservation efforts from the colonial era, moving be-
yond the common but sterile categories of “western” or “African” in think-
ing about human-elephant relationships. Such rethinking reveals concep-
tual, as well as philosophical and political alternatives. It enables what I call
a practical ethic of intimacy, which respects and values various sustained
interactions with elephants.

Ecotourism—tourism activity integrated with wildlife conservation—
is a relatively new but rapidly growing industry. Its development in rela-
tion to another widely practiced form of nature tourism, “trophy,” or “sa-
fari,” hunting,” is underdocumented. I use trophy hunting or safari hunting
in reference to leisure hunting practices for the collector of animal trophies
(such as antlers, or the whole head); these practices are, for the most part,
distinct from subsistence hunting, or hunting for management purposes. I
recount several key historical elements of the practices of ecotouring and of
trophy hunting for elephants in Africa and particularly the CAR. I argue
that the salient categories for conflicting philosophies on touring, trophy
hunting, and the treatment of elephants are not those of western versus
non-western. Rather, within and across these categories exist regionally spe-
cific relationships between humans and wildlife within Europe, and within
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Africa. In their encounters with one another under colonial and post-
colonial circumstances, these traditions have given rise to distinct kinds
of touring and trophy hunting industries, reflecting different philosophies
or attitudes.

Today’s activities of elephant hunting and elephant tourism not only
draw from distinct philosophies but also connect to divergent political
agendas for the scientific and technical management of contemporary wild
elephant populations. Whereas trophy hunting evidences more of an ethic
of domination, tourism works through an ethic of appropriation—terms
about which I shall have much more to say. This chapter looks at the cul-
tural and ethical frameworks within which elephant trophy hunting and
elephant touring have developed. The two activities also share some attri -
butes, including their history of having become global industries during
the era of colonial encounters and their propensity to make an abstraction
of elephants as symbols of power, wildness, or wealth. Such attitudes now
 circu late beyond geographical boundaries, creating new political and prac-
tical challenges to the protection of elephants from ever-expanding and in-
tensifying capitalist processes of consumption.

Considering the deep historical relationships between people and ele-
phants means considering how symbolic lines between animals and people
have been constituted across different times and places, and how this re-
lates both local and trans-local economic exchange and integration to so-
cial differentiation among groups of people. Such questions are far from
merely academic. Differences within Europe, or within Africa, between
types of hunters (subsistence, trophy, or otherwise), between hunters and
animal rights activists, between scientists and managers, and between
wealthy and impoverished communities, will determine the future of ele-
phants and many other species alongside them. Taking a historical view of
these different economic, cultural, and ethical stances has the advantage of
allowing new philosophical categories to emerge in our thinking about ele-
phants and about wildlife in general. This expansion of philosophical pos-
sibilities occurs even as new forms of engagement with elephants emerge
and coexist with more traditional forms.

I suggest the notion of an ethic of intimacy—in general, a state of inter-
twined or interdependent lives. Intimacy is a concept that can include per-
sistently uneven power relations and elements of suffering that exist along-
side caring, compassion, and respect in human relationships, and even in
those relationships that cross species boundaries. As a base for a system of
ethical thinking, it also has normative elements: it privileges the knowledge
and experience of those who have lived in close contact with elephants, be
they ecologists, horticulturalists, or safari hunters.1

Engaging an ethic of intimacy advances the concerns and contributions
of those who otherwise must struggle to wrest recognition of their author -
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ity from the increasingly market-driven global discussion of the value(s)
of elephants. This is not to suggest that intimacy can exist only outside of
markets. However, many dominant, marketable visions of human-elephant
interaction, on television, in ecotourism brochures, or at safari club con-
ventions, romanticize relationships between individual humans and indi-
vidual elephants. There is a particular and growing fascination with watch-
ing celebrities feed, bathe, or medically treat elephants. A brief discussion
of recent film and television and film productions to follow illustrates this
point. Such performed moments, delightful for popular consumption, are
anathema to the sorts of intimacies I describe as central to this ethical
framework.

There are many humans living and working in close contact with ele-
phants, whose lives and stories seem nearly invisible in the popular imag-
inary. For instance, field ecologists’ conservation-oriented publications are
largely confined to a specialized professional audience. Although they are
not necessarily socially marginalized to the same extent as small-scale farm-
ers living in elephant home ranges, neither group is easily heard in global
marketplaces (Naess 1995). Wealthy ecotourists and trophy hunters, how-
ever, are conferred instant authority by the attentions of global markets and
the conventions of contemporary reality television. An ethic of intimacy
values and encourages us to search for and recognize the knowledge and
experience of all these entities and recognizes their connections to one an-
other despite distinct or even opposed practices of knowing elephants.

The notion of intimacy thus takes into account the varying contexts
(historical, geographic, economic, and cultural) that have shaped connec-
tions between humans and elephants (Bird Rose 1999). Yet this notion does
not preclude consideration of new forms of connection across these
species, and attendant responsibilities. A full explication of the relationship
between intimacy and responsibility is beyond the scope of this chapter.
However, I do embrace the idea that there are more “organic” (inherited,
subsistence-related, or landscape-based) and more “contractual” (profes-
sional, intellectual, political, or commercial) forms of intimacy with ele-
phants, each giving rise to distinct but equally valuable and profound forms
of responsibility. These potentially overlapping forms are crucial for the fu-
ture (Jonas 1990). Finally, the idea of intimacy binds together the ethics of
humans and wildlife, not by making wildlife commensurate with humans,
but by recognizing the intense and persistent interdependence between the
two, at both material and symbolic levels. It also allows us to escape from
stale debates over intrinsic versus economic value of elephants.

In analyzing my own field research results and other relevant publica-
tions, I both draw from and diverge from philosopher Peter Singer’s influ -
ential work, which presents sentience and personhood as morally relevant
differences qualifying some animals to stand within a rights framework.
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Singer is firm in his conviction that such advocacy of animal rights is not
anathema to humanism. In fact, he argues, it springs from the abstract uni-
versalism of Enlightenment thinking (Singer 1999). He also claims this in-
tellectual participation in a “western way of thinking that dominates our
society” (1999, 156) and enables one most effectively to reach as many
people as possible. Since Singer’s initial work on the topic of animal wel-
fare, related approaches have proliferated, either refining a rights-based
framework, advocating less universalistic and more contextual compassion,
or both.

These approaches have been concomitant with debates about the well-
being of individual animals, or groups of animals, vis-à-vis a broader  sys -
temic sense of ecological or environmental ethics (Rolston 1994). As a  social/
cultural anthropologist, I cannot foreclose on the validity and possible con-
comitant power of alternative philosophical approaches, however, espe-
cially those emerging from the traditions of intimacy with elephants that
are often marginalized or subjugated by dominant ways of thinking. In-
vestigating today’s dominant representations of human-elephant interac-
tion calls first for a careful historical look at the history of human efforts
to dominate elephants through hunting and display of their bodies.

Histories of Hunting for Trophies
Distinct regional hunting traditions within Europe had profound effects on
hunting and wildlife management policies in former European colonies. As
we shall see, ritualized trophy, or sport, hunting by individuals in north-
ern Europe contrasts with the collective hunting of more Mediterranean
regions. The former, increasingly powerful within Europe from the 1500s
through the early 1900s, created clear parallels between patrician social mores
and increasing class stratification at home in Europe, and the etiquette or
economy of hunting and game management in different parts of Africa
where Europeans were striving to assert their dominance—both over one
another, and over Africans (Beinart 1989; Neumann 1996). These multi-
ple rivalries are important to remember, to aid in thinking through the po-
litical impasses of today’s increasingly polarized confrontations between,
for instance, animal rights activists and hunters. Today, these same distinct
European histories of hunting also contribute to varying traditions of an-
imal rights and wilderness protection across European regions. This, in
turn, helps shape conflicting visions for wildlife management in elephant
habitat such as the forests of the Congo basin.

French anthropologist Bertrand Hell (1994) notes that the Germanic re-
gions of northern Europe, as well as several Central European countries,
share a tradition that dates to the Middle Ages or earlier, of hunting as se-
lective harvesting. Socially speaking, this northern European management
regime entails vast territories managed with minute attention to the details
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of trophy-bearing species, under completely private territorial control by
the elite. From Alsace to Austria, Hell argues, the fundamental traits of this
system are the same: limited numbers of land owners, legal provisions
about minimal surface for hunting parcels (at least 200 hectares), and pur-
chase of small private forests where “round up” hunting methods for mass
prey, often involving large groups of hunters, are forbidden.

France and Mediterranean Europe, however, tend toward more collec-
tive “gathering” or round up hunts, described by residents of this region
as ancestral. Such practices are based on convictions that stock replenishes
itself and must be controlled to prevent a menace to agricultural produc-
tion. Here, hunters reject strict management; elite and nonelite hunters
have varying arrangements to share forests for hunting, and the only im-
portant distinction is between wild and domestic, or cultivated, spaces.

The Vosges Mountains, in the historically disputed territory of Alsace
Lorraine, exemplify this divide: in the Alsatian watershed, descending the
crest of the Vosges eastward toward Germany, the German occupiers en-
forced the law of 1881, letting purchasers have vast hunting grounds for in-
dividual hunting only in search of trophies. Toward France, on the west-
ern slopes, there have long been village-based hunting organizations that
carry out less-restricted hunting in teams, with complex meat-sharing prac-
tices. In 1981, densities of hunters in relation to overall population on each
side of the Vosges demonstrated the continued relevance of these distinc-
tions, as they reflected broader regional realities within Europe. Less than
1% of the population were hunters on the eastern side, versus between 2%
and 6% on the western side. The former corresponds to the sort of figures
one finds in Germany; the latter is much closer to those percentages found
in general throughout Italy, Spain, and Greece.2

This corresponds to cultural and political differences such as the limit
between Germanic and Romance languages, or the dispersed modes of po-
litical organization among the onetime Northern Tribes of Europe versus
the Mediterranean traditions of commercial and fortified city-based Re-
publicanism. Such distinctions have persisted ever since the initial, fragile
unification of Western Europe under the Carolingians, an empire led by
avid huntsmen who drew from northern hunting traditions and spread
them southward, without, however, completely displacing alternative re-
gional traditions.

Such differences continue today and are constantly reconfigured. They
explain some of the contemporary distinctions between animal rights and
wilderness protection activities across European regions. In the Anglo-
Saxon northern European regions such as Germany and the United King-
dom, Protestantism and Victorian social mores combined to create philo-
sophical perspectives such as John Locke’s sympathy toward animals,
Charles Darwin’s observations of our “closeness” to them, and Jeremy Ben-
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tham’s claims that animals’ “sensitivity” makes them deserving of some
rights. France, however, better exemplifies an Aristotelian legacy of do-
minion over animals, transmitted via Zeno and the Stoics to Augustine,
then to Catholics more broadly via Thomas Aquinas (Plender 2001).

Present-day intellectual and philosophical divergences regarding the
treatment of animals can be seen at various scales, but nearly all have in-
tellectual histories that are not merely about “the West” but rather connect
to different local and regional human relationships to animals, broadly, and
to wildlife, specifically. Within the United States today, such differences are
at play both regionally and nationally, with important religious and scien-
tific overtones. Some thinkers (often from the right side of the political and
social spectrum; see Scully 2002) advocate merciful “dominion” over ani-
mals from the God-given distance between them and humans; others
(often from the left side of the U.S. political and social spectrum—think
of Jane Goodall and other primatologists) are concerned with preservation
of animals who are our “closest relatives” in an evolutionary sense.

These differences, past and present, are also linked to different wildlife
management paradigms throughout the developing world and offer us a
way to think about the connections between political, economic, and eth-
ical issues. Scholar and translator Martin Thom (1990) notes how rivalries
between France and Germany after the Franco-Prussian War, when the
race to colonize Africa mounted to its final pitch in the late 1800s, politi-
cized the aforementioned regional differences within medieval Europe
anew. Evidence from colonial archives in France and Germany supports
this vision of continually reinvented cultural differences; when the ivory
trade was at its peak at that century’s turn, the management of elephants
became a major conflict between France and Germany as they vied for con-
trol over the forests of today’s Cameroon and CAR, and Germans deplored
French hunting management strategies as unscientific and rapacious—in
Africa, as at home (Hardin 2000). The Germans lost out entirely by the time
of World War I, but their competition with France was a major factor in
French efforts to assert colonial control in this resource-rich equatorial
African region.

The Dzanga Sangha Reserve area is located in areas historically contested
by colonizing French and German forces, and there are running tensions
even now between French and German economic interests. Mostly, French
loggers draw from an ethic of domination that dovetails with a vision of
the forest as a multiuse forest concession and has long proven compatible
with French trophy hunting operations and even culling elephants to pro-
tect crops. However, a suite of U.S.- and German-led forest conservation
projects favors the appropriation and protection of the forest through eco-
tourism and research. They advocate ceding hunting concession and quota
allocations to conservation agencies. Each side has its alliances in regional
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and national political structures, and this has often produced paralysis in
the long-range planning for the area (Hardin 2001).

In this face-off, “western” management practices are not pitted against
Afri can cultural understandings of elephants. Rather, various African tra-
ditions of human and animal relations mingle with the vestiges of distinct
European ones, producing heated debates today. These European and Afri -
can regional traditions have been intersecting, overlapping, and shaping
human interactions with wildlife since European colonization of Africa be-
gan, with several implications for the ethics of elephant hunting, then and
now. I have drawn out some of the distinct cultural and historical elements
of competing philosophies of elephant management today (hunting as
“wise use” integrated with logging, versus conservation through touristic
support for “protected areas”). Let me now turn to analysis of the colonial
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Figure 21.1 Schematized map showing the location on the African continent of
the trinational Sangha River Conservation Region, including the Dzanga Sangha
Dense Forest Reserve in southwestern Central African Republic. 
Map by Rebecca Hardin; based on a hand-drawn sketch by Stephanie Rupp
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history that these apparently opposed views share, and to the transforma-
tion of such ancient European differences into nationalist discourses and
transnational market systems suffused with images of white male domi-
nance over the natural world.

Kenneth Cameron, historian of the safari, traces the transformation of
the journeys called “safir” (a word in both Urdu and Arabic) by early  Indian
and Arab traders, and tells the story of a handful of British men who went
about “wrenching the industry away from Indian control; redefining it”
(1990, 46). Earlier safaris, originally coordinated by Hindu and Moslem
traders for inland travel from the East African coast, sometimes even in-
cluded Hindu women traders. They operated quite differently than their
British colonial counterparts with regard to the organization of porters,
camps, and payment. Their camp layouts often constituted circles around
sleeping women or key expedition members. The safaris run by British men
out of their offices in Mombasa and Nairobi emphasized the militaristic as-
pects of the expeditions, inherited from the Arab slave-trading caravan
camps that would later inspire the starkly divided and gridlike “Native” and
“European” camp styles of Henry Morton Stanley and others.

Robert Baden-Powell served in the British colonial armed forces, where
he both relied on the wilderness skills of African soldiers and trackers and
transmitted to them European traditions of military organization and dis-
ciplined hierarchy. He fused these forms of knowledge into a single cultural
activity, founding the Boy Scouts, and thus popularizing a powerful com-
bination of virility, wilderness, and warfare (Mackenzie 1987). Such dom-
inant and male-dominated cultural practices all too often belie their own
remarkably multicultural roots and become emblems of national culture,
as the charisma and influence of Theodore Roosevelt’s outdoorsman per-
sona illustrates.

Cameron notes: “Nothing can be done easily now about the gender prej-
udices of safari or about its racialism; they are part of the excess baggage
that we drag into the 21st century” (1990, 191). Yet, his work is a careful and
conscious departure from the mainstream literature about safari hunting’s
“pioneers.” For instance, this literature, largely published by specialized
presses such as Rowland Ward and Safari Press (which focus on works by,
for, and about big game hunters) praises women trophy hunters and ex-
plorers for their ability to emulate the military discipline of their husbands
or fathers, while remaining “feminine and sensitive” (Dyer 1996, 81). In con-
trast, Cameron describes in detail one seventeenth-century traveler of Africa,
Mary Hall Celia Fiennes, who departed from then dominant  military-style
camp practices, to “sleep in the middle of her camp, her tent or netting sur-
rounded by African companions for protection, rather than set back from
their sleeping space” (1990, 69). Unlike the celebrity speaking tours enjoyed
by many return travelers from the colonies, when she returned to London,
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“the Royal Geographical Society had her make only one speech on her
 accomplishment—for an audience of children” (1990, 70).

Adult audiences in Europe craved violent tales of virile daring against
wild animals. This relates to the popular feminization of nature as female—
profoundly seductive, prolific, and fertile but also potentially dangerous
(Ortner 1974). Such complex economies of images are found repeatedly in
the writing and thinking of explorers and hunters, from early European
voyages (Raffles 2002), through colonial expansion (Spurr 1993), to today’s
conservationist discourse (Sawyer and Agrawal 1997). They even charac-
terize the present era of packaged hunts and tours, perhaps especially with
respect to Africa. The Swanepoel and Scandrol safaris’ publicity material
for a 1997 hunting tour in Zambia proclaims: “Africa with her mystery, her
freedom, her untrammeled spaces, and her barbarism had become my mis-
tress.” Such images from today’s travel brochures echo those of publicity
materials from the colonial era. They remind us of how the natural world
can be conflated with those social worlds that are being subjugated in a con-
text of expanding empire, thereby reinforcing political processes of appro -
priation and domination of both culture and nature.

Dyer’s work on “lady” hunters reminds us that those engaged in such
domination need not be, and have not historically been, only men. Cam -
eron, however, cautions us that those, often women, who attempted to cre-
ate more balanced encounters across social and geographical boundaries,
were themselves frequently marginalized by the dynamics of intertwined
celebrity and expert knowledge formation perpetuated through social
clubs and scientific societies of that era.

Cameron and Dyer concur, however, that “[U.S.] President Theodore
Roosevelt . . . spent a year in Africa, hunting extensively, and was the first
client to make really full use of the best of the new ‘white hunters.’ His
safari . . . did a great deal to popularize the modern safari” (Dyer 1996,
46). Cameron notes: “Through the enormous publicity that his presence
generated— countless newspaper articles, a feature film, magazines, his own
books—he shared the experience with the world. Thereafter, ‘safari’ was an
institution, very shortly a fashion” (1990, 49). The hunting safari of east-
ern and southern Africa became “The Hunt,” a crucial part of the fabric of
British colonialism, as well as a global commodity (Mackenzie 1987).

Far from mere fantasies, such understandings of nature as a feminine
force to be tamed and converted to productive use informed the political
economy of science and government in the colonial era. Bolstered by the
nationalist charisma of Teddy Roosevelt and others, these notions helped
justify the exclusion of many women, especially those seeking autonomous
and original experiences overseas, from the sources of funding and support
that their male counterparts enjoyed. However, perhaps the lack of re-
sources was, in part, responsible for the very different and more “local” ex-
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periences of travel and collaborative work one can discover from the study
of female travelers during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
This was not only true in Africa; historian Pamela Henson chronicles the
challenges overcome by early botanist Agnes Chase: “Denied access to in-
stitutionally supported fieldwork, Chase broke through the barriers and es-
tablished more informal and egalitarian ties with Latin American scientists
than many of her male colleagues ever had” (Henson 2002, 598).

Responding to social mechanisms of exclusion that functioned along
both racial and gender lines, such “ties” and “breakthroughs” altered, yet
also reflected, many of the more nationalistic and imperialistic rivalries de-
scribed in the next section. Such informal and egalitarian ties are the
“seeds” of the circumstantial but often consciously crafted intimacies I de-
scribe across cultural and species boundaries. The traces of female scien-
tists and travelers, like those of local experts and guides, are harder to find
in the historical record than are the exploits of Teddy Roosevelt or Ernest
Hemingway. Yet, understanding the genesis of these informal and egali-
tarian ties may be crucial to the eventual growth of ethically innovative and
politically effective systems for sustainable human-nature interactions.
For a moment, though, we can step back from the cultural forms in ques-
tion, and reflect on some of the political and economic ones that are at stake
in the management of elephant populations in equatorial Africa.

Legacies of Rivalry, Not Rationality
In “ French equatorial Africa,” a colonial term for several territories ad-
ministered together in the western Congo basin, the early hunting indus-
try received less international attention and opened up to a worldwide
clientele much later than in the British colonies. France and Britain previ-
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ously competed regarding plantation production output and concessions
for trade in animal products. However, their rivalry intensified with the ad-
vent of tourism and leisure use of colonial territories. The French govern-
ment generated documents about colonial tourism development that often
asked, “Can we not do as well as the English have?”3

The interior forests and savannas of French colonial Africa did not de-
velop an expedition-related industry such as the British colonies of south-
ern and eastern Africa. There, as Cameron describes, dynamic commercial
and political elites from multiple cultural traditions within and beyond
Africa drove the industry’s development. In the French Congo, stark con-
frontations occurred between the Africans from further north who served
as guards and militia for the French, and those multiple groups from within
the Congo basin, who relied to different degrees on hunting for their tra-
ditional economies of foraging, fishing, or farming. Each of these subsis-
tence groups had distinct relationships to elephants, though many shared
the element of ritual passages to manhood through the hunting of ele-
phants. Many such groups were more or less forcibly integrated into work
collecting ivory and other forest products for more global trade during the
1800s (Coquery-Vidrovitch 1972). Some, however, evidenced enormous
ingenuity and brinksmanship in temporarily transforming their societies,
and their relationships to elephants, to stockpile and control ivory in light
of those trading opportunities (Harms 1981).

Trophy hunting and related tourism in French equatorial African re-
gions have remained, to the present, a “chasse gardée.” This French phrase
evokes heavily protected or managed hunts that are thus not true contests
to determine who is most fit or skilled. This hunting metaphor for political
cronyism, ironically, captures well the actual politics of hunting in  today’s
former French colonies. Permits and access rights in today’s Cameroon,
Congo (Brazzaville), and Central African Republic unfold, to a large extent,
through intimate conversations among members of several intersecting
elites. Since these territories became colonies, concessions within them have
been renewed from year to year, unlike in parts of formerly British  southern
Africa where concession management is more long term.

The process is thus effectively subject neither to policy control nor mar-
ket forces that would encourage sound management practices for main-
taining wildlife populations over the medium to long term. Overhunting
in a given season is almost encouraged by such factors, and the year-round
presence of hunting professionals is rare, leaving animals vulnerable to
poachers during the off-season, despite the relative protection conferred by
hunting operations during part of the year (Fay 1995; Wilkie 1998). Poach-
ing, of course, is a tricky, contestable term, a broader discussion of which
is regrettably beyond the scope of this chapter. The growth of the arms
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trade and increasing civil conflict in much of sub-Saharan Africa have ren-
dered the distinction between poachers and other hunters even more dif-
ficult but have also made the threat of illegal elephant hunting increasingly
dire.

Former British colonies have led the African continent in trophy hunt-
ing’s transformation from an adventure open to only a select few into a
much broader practice, indeed in the transformation of travel into a mass
industry. The advent of automobile technology after the turn of the twen-
tieth century led to a major shift away from what had long been only an
elite European tradition of pilgrimage and holiday travel to particular sea-
side, mountaintop, or cultural and religious sites (Urry 1995; Nash 1996).
Railroads and road networks became crucial components of broader tour -
ism development. Tourist buses began to define a worldwide genre of group
tourism, the “motor tour.” In colonial territories, expeditions sponsored
by companies such as automobile manufacturer Citroën pitted their new
machines against the rigorous terrain of tropical regions, generating pub-
licity for their products as well as interest in the sights and experiences of
these “exotic” locales. In the eastern and southern African savannas, buses
or vans became crucial for wildlife viewing at a safe distance. They remain
so today, as what was once a colonial industry has morphed into a more
global one that is largely focused on bringing non-Africans to the continent
to explore (Bandy 1996).

Equatorial Africa’s advantage in this rapidly shifting competitive econ-
omy of leisure use has always been that it offers unique and adventuresome
opportunities “off the beaten path” of touring and hunting. The disad-
vantages are many, however. Rational management, based on assessments
of actual elephant population and migration dynamics, is elusive at best.
As during the colonial era, management today is mostly mired in the ways
that members of elites use wildlife as a resource in their economic and po-
li tical deal making. Recently established protected areas, and the ecotour -
ism practices and village-based trophy hunting tours they are pioneering,
do represent a challenge to these historically rooted systems, and to the gen-
der and race biases built into them (Roulet 2004). However, such newly de-
centralized practices come with their own contradictions and challenges,
as we shall see in a closer look at a Central African forest reserve.

The Dzanga Clearing: Today’s Ecotourism Encounters
The elephants, having at last found in these reserves a tranquility to which they
were no longer accustomed, are now quite numerous.

(Anonymous 1942, 7)

The Dzanga Sangha Dense Forest Reserve in Southwestern Central African
Republic, established in 1991, is managed by WWF Germany, WWF-U.S.,
and the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Technische Zusammenarbeit (GTZ, the
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German government’s agency for international development). It has one
principal tourist attraction: a clearing of approximately one by three kilo-
meters called Dzanga, where natural mineral and salt deposits in the soil
attract elephants to drink, dig with their tusks, and bathe. The forest sur-
rounding Dzanga is laced with clearings of various sizes, maintained by the
activity of forest elephants (Loxodonta cyclotis), who fell trees and use clear-
ings for mud baths and other purposes. Other herbivores such as forest buf-
falo (Caffir nanus), bongo (Tracephalegus euryceros), sitatunga (Tragelaphus
spekei), several species of duiker (Cephalophus), giant forest hogs (Hylo -
cherus meinertzhageni), bush pigs (Potamochoerus porcus), and western low-
land gorillas (Gorilla gorilla gorilla) also use the clearings for sunning,
bathing, and grazing on tender regrowth vegetation. Dzanga is by far the
largest clearing of this kind in the immediate region, and on any given
morning or evening one can see from ten to over one hundred elephants
along with other animals basking and frolicking.

To promote relatively safe observation, the reserve administration has
constructed a platform, perched in treetops at an entrance to the clearing.
To get to the platform, one must drive on an old logging road fifteen kilo-
meters from the nearest town, then walk approximately one kilometer
through the forest to the clearing, crossing the Modoubou stream, where
water is at shin level during the dry season, and waist level in the rainy sea-
son. This excursion is most often spoken of as “seeing the elephants” and
is the one activity accomplished by almost every tourist who visits the re-
serve, as well as by local residents on occasional organized day trips.

Once at the clearing, visitors may move about, but most often stay on
the observation platform, watching and photographing the goings-on be-
neath and around them, while listening to grey parrots and hornbills in the
surrounding trees. Most of the conversations on the platform are variations
on a theme and familiar to the guides. Questions and remarks from visi-
tors usually address the varied colors of elephants’ coats (because of their
use of mud in various stages of dryness to keep insects from them); aspects
of their morphology (the enormity of genitals, the size and shape of tusks,
the hilarious movements of the young when trying to use their trunks); or
their social behavior (group size, gestures of communication with trunks
and ears, etc).

Almost all visitor groups notice the research platform of Andrea Turkalo
in a nearby tree. Working in collaboration with the New York–based
Wildlife Conservation Society, she has been counting, identifying, and ob-
serving these elephants since 1991. Her research camp and its personnel
(largely local hunters and gatherers known as BaAka, who have experience
tracking elephants) have in many ways become part of the clearing. Cer-
tainly its presence has deterred poaching in the area, as has the nearby tem-
porary tourist camp.
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The forest around the Dzanga clearing appears to have the highest den-
sity of elephants in the region. Many tourists I interviewed had encounters
with elephants on the way to or from the platform; many return to camp
terrified but exhilarated. I have seen diplomatic corps ambassadors and their
drivers emerge from the stream, splattered with mud, clasping one another’s
hands with mixed laughter and tears about the elephant that tried to charge
them. The trip to the clearing, particularly when interrupted by elephants
blocking the road, spraying water with their trunks, or trumpeting at the
stream crossing, is a sort of ritual, where normal social orders are upset or
reversed, only to be strengthened or reestablished afterward (Turner 1969).

Elements of fear, wonder, connection, observation, and communication
collide in this short walk to the clearing. Most visitors return moved, either
simply by what they have seen or by the rush of feelings that comes from
the real awe and terror that an unexpected encounter with an elephant—
let alone with forty of fifty of them—can inspire. All of this is framed by
what may be an equally unexpected bonding experience with humans one
hardly knows. Facing down an elephant is no small feat, but trackers and
guides alike at Dzanga have learned alternate routes back to the parking lot
to avoid angering the animals. They are familiar with where to look for ele-
phants and how to assess their impatience.
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One French military commander stationed nearby who brought his
troops as tourists in 1995 described it thus:

We ran into an elephant in the water, where we were up to our
knees . . . one of us had to move. The guide checked to see if it was 
a male or a female, since apparently it is the females that charge,
usually; the trackers lined up and started hitting the water with
their machetes. They told us to follow, but it took half an hour 
to get rid of the elephant. . . . My men were armed, but with no
ammunition. . . . I could have given them ammo, but for what? 
I asked the guide and he told me particularly NOT to fire into the
air, but I think that is what I would have done [if things had not
gone well]. . . . Well, since we’re supposed to rely on the guide, we
did . . . and he was good. . . . We even bought him drinks later, at
that bar in the center of town.4

Certainly, there is room for improvement in this sort of  elephant-human
encounter, for much is left to sheer circumstance and to the clarity of com-
munication across barriers of species, language, culture, race, and social hi-
erarchy. Military tourists are particularly tricky for local guides, for they
seem least inclined to follow guides’ advice in such situations; perhaps this
also reflects guides’ ambivalence about the French military—memories of
colonial conflicts endure and inform today’s interactions. Yet, even this dif-
ficult example of the tourist experience at the Dzanga clearing demon-
strates the power that makes it so popular: the power to suspend the sorts
of social hierarchies I have described elsewhere in this chapter as charac-
terizing the history of trophy hunting and ecotourism.

Many things happen in the moments of confrontation with elephants,
and in their aftermath, first and foremost the valorization of local forms of
knowledge, and the fleeting yet profound empowerment of BaAka, some-
times known as Pygmies, who, back in a village or town setting, may be seen
by their other African neighbors or by non-African visitors as little more
than mendicants. People are also, in these moments, sharing and ex-
changing feelings, memories, and material goods that create bonds across
social categories that would otherwise divide them. A local guide who
might otherwise be unceremoniously tipped and thanked is taken out for
drinks and entertained as a local hero after an exciting elephant encounter.
The value of such interactions is difficult to quantify and hard to relate to
more systemic change but seems to this author undeniably important.

Yet social hierarchies in the broader community are reinforced in some
disturbing ways by the new economic activity of elephant tourism. Rev-
enues from this activity are not accruing to the long-term residents of the
region, such as BaAka. Rather, those who make the most money are neigh-
boring Africans who arrive from other countries or larger towns to estab-
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lish businesses or partake in the ever-growing “bushmeat” trade, which de-
velops in relation to such dynamics of economic boom and bust (Barnes
2002). It is difficult to weigh such risks to elephants against the long-term
benefits of facilitating human contact with and understanding of these an-
imals (and, through that, with other humans). Such contact can foster new
intimacies that might be mobilized for their protection. Economic and eco-
logical monitoring processes are not yet in place to make such calculations
with confidence. Until they are, conservative policies that limit tourism and
trophy hunting appear most appropriate and would likely increase the lure
of the area over the medium to long term.

To summarize, the activities I have described occur in a zone where tro-
phy hunting and logging managed by French interests compete with con-
servation efforts managed by U.S. and German interests. The current sit-
uation thus mimics the earlier struggles between Germany and France for
colonial control of the area, echoes the larger colonial rivalry between Brit -
ain and France over distinct models for economic development, and even
calls to mind the distinctions between more Anglo-Saxon and Mediter-
ranean modes of hunting and managing animal populations. Obviously,
none of these past rivalries have been transmitted unchanged through time.
Perhaps, in part because of the tradition of elite trophy hunting in north-
ern Europe, the environmentalist and animal rights movements in Ger-
many and England enjoy broad and powerful popular support today rela-
tive to France, for example, where movements for hunters’ rights are seen
as more “grassroots” and linked to the welfare of farmers, rather than to
fox hunting nobility (as in England).

Back in CAR, we see perceptible institutional effects of such deeply his-
torical and cultural legacies, aligning animal protection with the building
blocks of civil society at regional and local levels and aligning hunting rev-
enues with the maintenance of state-related infrastructures. Throughout
the late 1990s, nonhunting tourism revenues were associated with the CAR
Ministry of Environment and Tourism, whose technical counsel came from
Germany. These revenues flowed through international conservation non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) to support the local conservation
NGOs they have spawned. The CAR’s revenues from trophy hunting and
logging fees, however, were associated with the Ministry of Environment and
Forests, whose technical counsel came from France. These monies flowed
through the local mayor’s office to support offices, guesthouses, and related
government buildings in the area.

For elephants the result of such competing tactics for human manage-
ment of the environment is ever more varied and an intense pressure on
their populations and habitats. Such competing visions have made rational,
sustainable management of the Dzanga Sangha Reserve nearly impossible.
Rather it has become a hub of economic activities, attractive to in-migrants.
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As both African and expatriate populations increase, the circuits connect-
ing the area’s resources to consumers of elephants, as meat and as central
symbols of the tourism and hunting industries also increase. Finding al-
ternatives to such structures of rivalry should thus seem clearly linked to
the fate of those few remaining elephants that still live in wild populations.
The search for alternatives, however, comes with a prerequisite for further
analysis.

Culture, Ethics, and Elephants
In this chapter, I have considered some of the roots of domination and ap-
propriation of elephants by humans who have not shared their lives with
them in any sustained way. I next discuss the broader dynamics these in-
teractions reflect, specifically, appropriation in ecotourism markets and
domination in trophy hunting. At the same time, I hope to stay close to
some of the historical and ethnographic cases previously discussed. They
have given rise to many of my conceptual points, in what Lynn (2002, 314)
calls an “ecology of theoretical insights and empirical cases.” Like Lynn, I
seek a practical ethic, one that responds to recent debates in ethics and phi-
losophy literatures that contrast “abstract, impartial, absolute, universal
perspectives versus concrete, local, historically specific, contextual perspec -
tives” (Warren 1999, 131).

Appropriation
Even in broad treatises on the topic of environmental ethics writ large, ele-
phants have a tendency to appear as crucial symbols:

Ecological ethics—what is that all about?
. . . It is about the mother elephant who tries in vain to protect

her young before a danger for which nature did not prepare her,
before ivory poachers with high technology weaponry bent on
murder within an ever shrinking elephant habitat. . . . It is about
humans who think that they are the crowning glory of creation and
the lords of all creatures but behave in the world like an elephant
in a china shop—though anyone whom an elephant ever stroked
with the velvety lip of her trunk can testify that this metaphor is 
all wrong. (Kohak 2000, 1)

Philosopher Erazim Kohak is certainly not alone in perceiving ele-
phants as “gentle giants.” His consideration of them as a mascot for the
environment, as the ultimate symbol of man’s violence against nature’s
“gentle glory,” is effective. It illustrates the possibilities for humans, as eth-
ical actors, to identify with and protect even those species whose existence
presents us with some conflict or conundrum, often because they are valu-
able to us and thus worth consuming. His perspective suggests that con-

435 TOWARD AN ETHIC OF INTIMACY

 1.Wemmer,Elephants and Ethics  2/1/08  2:26 PM  Page 435



trolling our own technological abilities and economic desires is a prereq-
uisite for being less noxious as actors within complex ecological systems.
One is even left with the impression that he has experienced some intimacy
with elephants—or at least the “velvety lip” of one elephant’s trunk.

Yet there are two problems with such a perspective. First, it does not
take into account the complexity of human-animal relationships, where
a cross-species caress of the kind he describes is valued precisely because
of the very real possibility of a violent interaction. Elephants, like many
wild animals, can intimidate and harm people, even kill them and devas-
tate their property. That such behavior by elephants is most often in re-
sponse to human incursions into “ever shrinking elephant habitat” does
not alter the social fact that humans fear elephants. That fear, inspired by
the elephant’s sheer size and fed through generations of tales recounted,
can create respect and reinforce a certain “safe” distance between humans
and such massive animals. It can also, however, degenerate into anger, es-
pecially when the pattern of human incursion entails competition for
space and resources.

During my work in the Dzanga Sangha Reserve, I regularly had  elephants
in my “backyard” at night. With some discomfort, I often deferred a late-
night trip to the outhouse to avoid confronting them. My house backed up
on a zone newly cleared and planted with food crops to feed the growing
population arriving for work in a nearby sawmill. In the mornings, I often
saw and heard angry stories from women whose fields had been ransacked
by elephants having a midnight snack at their expense. I saw such women
march to the Reserve Director’s office, crushed cornstalks and damaged
cassava branches in their arms, to demand restitution. More than a mere
headache for reserve management, the problem has spurred experiments
with electric fences and other approaches to defend family food plots
from the elephants. My firsthand account of human-elephant conflict re-
flects situations repeated throughout elephant range countries, as mani-
fold sources attest (see, for instance, Kiiru’s Chapter 19 in this volume).
Such strained negotiations, neither violent and victimizing of elephants,
nor gentle and loving of them, nevertheless constitute a component of en-
vironmental ethics as it must confront clear land and wildlife management
challenges.

A second problem with appropriating elephants as a symbol for mobi-
lizing support in environmental causes is that it renders them as passive
victims, awaiting the protection of, and from, all-powerful human beings.
This is a crucial contrast with many historically rooted, local negotiations
with elephants and introduces interactions predicated on our abilities ut-
terly to destroy them or heroically to save them. Often missing from these
new arrangements for interacting with elephants, however, is a more nu-
anced biological and ecological understanding of elephants as agents,
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who are also capable of adapting, deciding on, defending, and abandon-
ing their own territories.

One area of difficulty in my framework is distinguishing between new
forms of intimacy that are personally engaged in with elephants as agents and
those performances of intimacy that are more patronizing, or profiteering—
that simply appropriate elephants without either recognizing or engaging
them as agents. Such performances often rely on stock narratives about ad-
venture and exploration that are evocative of the colonial era attitudes pre-
viously analyzed. They are thus tailored to popular demands for storylines
that replicate basic cultural assumptions of men as apart from or opposed
to nature and women as connected to or conflated with it. This often in-
volves either the destruction of nature (by powerful male figures) or  salva -
tion and redemption of nature (by artistic and benevolent female figures),
rather than more complex and less predictably gendered interactions over
time. A 1996 film about Indian elephants, featuring Goldie Hawn, while in
many ways movingly sincere and personally engaged, reflects such market
preferences for watching lithe celebrities be “stroked by the velvety lip” of
elephants’ trunks.

The trailers for the film, also released as a Public Broadcasting Service
Home Video, read: “Goldie Hawn loves everything about India, especially
the elephants. On a previous trip she found her special elephant, now she
is going back to find her again. She spends time with . . . an Asian elephant
advocate with his own pet elephant Tara.” During the film, a charmingly
reluctant and nervous Hawn overcomes her fear of elephants to bathe them,
ride them, and generally become their advocate. Advocate against what?
The primary factor threatening elephants, we are told, is Indian population
growth. This leads to situations of “conflict with poor villagers who have
no control over where they live.” This voice-over accompanies footage of
screaming male villagers with lit torches chasing a confused and frightened
elephant through the night (for more on conflict between people and wild
elephants, see, for example, chapters by Sukumar [Chapter 2], Kiiru [Chap-
ter 19], and Seneviratne and Rossel [Chapter 18] in this volume).

Hawn’s charmingly faltering intimacy with elephants in the film is ob-
viously no match for the real intimacies lived by pet elephant Tara’s Euro-
pean owner and Indian handlers, who also appear briefly in sequences
where Hawn is actually interacting with elephants. It raises tricky questions
beyond the scope of this chapter about the distinction between historically
and contextually rich forms of intimacy and more performative or strate-
gic ones. Hawn’s own performance is aimed at spurring better advocacy for
and public awareness about these elephants among an American viewing
public. In this sense, it is like the appearances of Animal Planet star Jeff Cor-
win, who can be seen on camera (and thereafter on Internet sites such as
YouTube and MySpace) not only bathing with an elephant, rolling his body
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over and around hers, but also caressing her face and trunk. Because of
screenwriters and voice-over techniques, in a key sequence, the viewer sees
him communicate telepathically with the elephant, as she reads his
thoughts, and we hear her comments on his haircut, his lifework saving an-
imals, and so on.

The unintended results of such a performances, and the market prefer-
ences they reinforce, have more difficult implications. First, they create a
fantastic notion of instant, complete, and even slightly erotically charged in-
timacy across species boundaries that belies the long-term, often grueling
work of caring for and building trust and communicative capacity across
such divides. Second, they play into what one scholar of wildlife manage-
ment terms “a popular racial stereotype of ‘primitive’ Africans [or, in this
case, Indians] as part of the natural landscape” (Neumann 1996, 125).

Geographer Rod Neumann goes on to document how, in the history
of protected areas in Africa, sometimes a “native” presence in the parks
was tolerated. Such was the case, according to colonial archives, in Parc Na-
tional Albert, one of the first and largest protected areas created in what
is today the Democratic Republic of Congo, formerly Zaire. There, local
hunters and gatherers were regarded as part of the fauna and therefore “left
undisturbed” (Neumann 1996, 125). There is continuity from such colo-
nial ideas to the integrated conservation and development regimes of the
Central African Republic that I previously described.

These recent projects prominently feature people like the BaAka as
 being in need of protection but do not often refer to them in their lists 
of “stake holders,” which do include categories such as farmers, logging
company officials, and immigrants who work in the logging or  diamond-
digging industries (Giles-Vernick 2002). An adequate consideration of how
distinct groups of Africans have forged various relationships to elephants
is beyond the scope of this chapter. However, this relegation of elephants,
and of those African hunters and gatherers who have historically known
them most intimately, to a “protected” status, with no option to participate
actively in establishing or revising the spatial boundaries of protected areas,
makes elephants the ideal object for western managers and movie stars to
manipulate in their constant search for star-standing, sponsorship, and
support.

As powerful symbols, elephants make of sense as mascots for political
or intellectual environmental movements. However, we must work hard to
understand the ironies inherent in these associations. There are great,
worldwide pressures on elephant habitat. Yet, for historical reasons, locals
may not see how their own agricultural expansion is a problem for ele-
phants. Instead, they may perceive elephants as powerful individually, and,
as groups, capable of changing or expanding their territory. The torch-
wielding Indian villagers in the PBS Hawn film, or my farming and forag-
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ing neighbors at Dzanga Sangha, may see themselves as fighting with ele-
phants about the limits of human versus elephant space. A certain amount
of respect is implied in this conflict, which may reflect centuries of intimate
negotiation with elephants. Those engaging in an ethic of intimacy might
seek better to understand their conflicts and cohabitations, recognizing and
reinforcing elements that can assist with resolving today’s challenges to ele-
phants’ continued existence in the wild.

The Indian villagers of the Hawn film, like the protected BaAka in colo-
nial and contemporary African conservation settings, are at the fulcrum of
increasingly global practices of environmental protection that are rooted
in the colonial moment. These approaches to protection often reflect the
male-dominated cultural norms and compelling narratives of adventure
and appropriation that are the legacy of colonial culture (Haraway 1989).
The colonial era’s gender and class biases often still shape the politics of ele-
phant protection. Even within progressive conservation practices, there
 remain many biases in key market sectors—fund-raising for protection
 efforts and ecotourism sales, for example. The prevailing logics still seek the
symbolic (and, often, real) appropriation of elephants according to out-
dated colonial models of great white adventurers with civilizing missions.

Especially ironic is that many western conservationists have trouble see-
ing the likenesses across the various levels and types of human consump-
tion that conspire to make elephants scarcer despite measured conservation
and management victories. This is what leads Kohak (2000, 9) to claim the
“innocent greed of the affluent” as the biggest ecological time bomb threat-
 ening elephants and other wildlife. Kohak’s work reminds us that under-
standing how some are “appropriating” elephants by using their wealth
is crucial to finding ethical ways forward. Those who donate money to
conservation, or go on photographic safaris themselves, often are no
more able to see their own daily choices (expansion into second homes or
third cars) as harmful to elephants than are the villagers whose expansion
into new agricultural lands brings them into direct and intimate conflict
with elephants.

Domination
Advocates of hunters’ rights have been quick to notice these ironies of con-
servationist and protectionist practice. Indeed, they are used in efforts to
create new communities across hunting categories. Many wealthy leisure
hunters began their hunting careers doing varmint control or subsistence
hunting on family farms and nurture a sense of kindred spirits with poor
hunters, as opposed to those less emotional links they might create with
wealthy naturalists and conservationists. Similarly, many self-identified
“native hunters” have commented on their experience of being pushed
aside by wealthy conservationist interests that do not acknowledge the le-
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gitimacy and importance of the kill in human interactions with natural
systems:

For Native American people . . . the moral universe includes all 
animals and plants. Every living thing has basic rights and should
be treated with respect, regardless of appearance, personality, or
perceived relationship with humans. But within indigenous tradi-
tions there is also a deep and lucid awareness that taking plant 
and animal life is how we survive each day. What matters is that we
conduct ourselves respectfully toward every organism, consciously
recognizing and honoring this dependence. (Nelson 1992, 30)

Such an argument simply may not extend to the high-prestige stakes of
trophy hunting. Yet, for many trophy hunters, some sort of subsistence hunt-
ing is in their past, and they see hunting as a nearly primordial need and right.
For some, hunting is analogous to sexual instincts in humans (Causey 1989).
Few would argue that sex should only occur for reproduction—for it is also
an important pleasure in itself, and a crucial building block in human inti-
macy. Likewise, hunting no longer need occur for subsistence only but is an
important pleasure in itself, and a crucial practice for maintaining certain el-
ements of human intimacy with landscapes and animal populations.

This view turns upon an ethical acceptance of death as natural, pri-
mordial, and significant to life. Others disagree about the pivotal role of the
kill in the pleasure of the hunt. They argue, “To the sportsman the death
of the game is not what interests him; that is not his purpose. What inter-
ests him is everything that he had to do to achieve that death—that is, the
hunt” (Ortega y Gasset 1985, 96–97). Hell (1994) notes that the sociology
of leisure, which has given rise to much of the recent research on tourism,
has clear limits for the analysis of sport hunting and cannot do justice to
this endeavor’s highly ritualized and personalized spilling of blood, which
asserts personal virility, mastery of property, social prestige, and cultural
identity.

Whatever one’s position on the pleasure of the kill, a broader acceptance
of the hunt as crucial to humanity’s relationship with animals demands that
the internal motivations and practical scruples of each individual hunter
 become the relevant ethical boundary to recognize. Many advocates of
hunting claim to consider it carefully indeed, developing clear and thought-
ful guidelines regarding the material circumstances of the hunt. For these
hunters, implicit in the idea of “trophy” is that the game pursued is a wild,
free-ranging animal also available as quarry to other hunters, and never sub-
ject to practices such as stimulating antler growth with mineral blocks, hor-
mones, or other substances. Any other approach is beyond acceptable eth-
ical practice and diminishes the value of all trophies (Posewitz 1994).

They even extend the notion of ethics to the motivations of a given hunt
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(Ritchi 1995), contrasting externally versus internally motivated hunters to
extend the notion of hunting ethics to the pursuit of trophies:

If you hunt these animals because they represent the survivors of
many hunts, and you respect that achievement, then you have se-
lected a high personal standard. If, on the other hand, you pursue 
a trophy to establish that you, as an individual hunter, are superior
to other hunters, then you have done it to enhance your personal
status, and that crosses the ethical line. (Posewitz 1994, 97)

Elephants are among the most important prestige trophies to be found.
They are, along with a very few other species, arguably the most “externally
motivated” trophy one can possibly obtain. The body is far too large to
transport for a full-mount trophy that would rely on extensive taxidermy
and require enormous display spaces. Rather, standard practice is to mount
the head, featuring the tusks. In any collection, such trophies are almost
always awarded a most prominent place.

This is true not only for Europeans on safari hunts but for Africans who
have long used elephant tusks in architecture testifying to the political and
spiritual power of particular leaders. For example, the classic ethnographic
work The Nuer (Evans-Pritchard 1940) features photographs of the re-
markable structures used by southern Sudanese prophets. These enormous
mounds were each surrounded by rings of upright elephant tusks. Many
of these structures, and indeed the men who controlled them, were targeted
for destruction by British colonial forces. The British recognized their po-
tentially revolutionary influence on fiercely autonomous peoples who
were not necessarily prepared to submit to colonial rule. In fact, the long
history of colonial suppression of indigenous African uses of elephants
may explain why contemporary debates about legalizing elephant hunting
are suffused with the politics of postcolonial political autonomy.

Consider recent debates about downlisting the status of elephants, to a
less protected category under the Convention on International Trade in
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (see also Duffy, Chapter 22
in this volume). The official U.S. position under former President Clinton
opposed this change. But Representative Richard Pombo (R-CA) traveled
to Zimbabwe to make it clear to the official U.S. delegation, to the animal
rights advocates, and to other countries, that “not everyone in the U.S. gov-
ernment agreed with this approach . . . nations should develop and con-
trol their own wildlife conservation programs” (Marlenee 1997). A mem-
ber of the non-official U.S. delegation writes of the successful vote to
downlist elephants:

Immediately following the triumphant vote, elated Africans rose 
in what seemed to be a spontaneous emotional act and began sing -
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ing the southern African liberation hymn. It was a jubilant and
tremendously moving experience to watch as southern African
delegates celebrated what they said was a victory in winning respect
for their needs, their sovereignty and many years of hard work.
(National Animal Interest Alliance 2003)

These divided opinions on the downlisting of elephants should raise
questions about the homogeneity of African opinions, as well. There, as in
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Figure 21.4 A hunter’s trophy room in his California home. 
Reproduced by permission from Safari Press, ed., Great Hunters, vol. 1: 
Their Trophy Rooms and Collections (Long Beach, CA: Safari Press, 1997)
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North America, it is worth asking whether governing elites truly represent
public opinion and whether those most intimately involved with elephants
are well-represented at such international negotiations. What is clear is that
without the histories of domination through hunting practice, and domi-
nation’s broader role in forging colonial control over African territories,
there could not have been this particular nationalistic political impulse
for concerted opposition to protection measures. Any ethical frameworks
must be able to respond concretely to such crucial political challenges, as
well as attending to the intimacy implicit in hunting’s legacies of layered
domination: humans over animals, and through that display of power, over
other humans as well.

Intimacy
All ethics so far evolved rest upon a single premise: that the individual is a mem-
 ber of a community of interdependent parts . . . a land ethic changes the role 
of Homo sapiens from conqueror of the land-community to plain member and
citizen of it. It implies respect for his fellow-members, and also respect for the
community as such. 

(Leopold 1949, 239–240)

Real intimacies with elephants reside in the details of daily life with them—
a researcher’s day in and day out walks to the same clearing; a safari guide’s
dogged tramping through urine-filled ditches in swampy terrain; a keeper’s
time spent cleaning parts of a zoo enclosure; a trainer’s daily ritual for
bathing a giant pachyderm. They are often at some remove from the pur-
suit of power, authority, and celebrity that most influences elephants’ fates.
Yet there are lessons from such intimacies that need to appear more, and
appeal more, to key decision makers, many of whom are likely merely to
“drop in” to such intimacies briefly for a tour or a trophy—if that.

Such decision makers are increasingly elevated, through the workings
of social hierarchy and capital accumulation, far beyond the status of Leo -
pold’s “plain member and citizen” of society, let alone of nature. Those
who wield the most power to appropriate nature hardly need bother, save
perhaps to tip a few coins, with those who daily negotiate their relationships
to the elements of nature. The latter individuals may or may not seek at
times to dominate or appropriate elephants in the symbolically powerful
ways previously described; but they balance such acts with others, inasmuch
as they are the bathers and feeders, the trackers and trainers, the persistent
ecologists counting elephants in clearings, or the passionate farmers angrily
chasing them from trampled crops.

Not many people have this common experience of sharing some sig-
nificant slice of their life with elephants. The salience of intimacy as a con-
cept for elephant protection lies in its suggestion that those who fall into
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such a category might do well to consider the circumstances that unite
them, rather than the convictions that divide them. In the current polit-
ical climate, this would entail some acknowledgment of the ironies and
contradictions inherent in articulated philosophies for and against hunt-
ing. Some hunting advocates truly believe the “anti-hunting movement
reflects . . . increased distance from the environment, diminished aware-
 ness of how we interact with it, and denial of basic biological processes”
(Nelson 1992, 31). Clearly, they have not been in the presence of those
conservationists and animal advocates who have repeatedly risked—or
even sustained—bodily injury in the course of their work with large an-
imals, or who may have held a frothy-mouthed animal through death
throes, trying to ascertain what viral agent could be causing an oncom-
ing epidemic.

Conversely, many animal welfare advocates appear unable to acknowl-
edge the profound ambivalence and power at the heart of hunting as an in-
timate confrontation with animality:

Every good hunter is uneasy in the depths of his conscience when
faced with the death he is about to inflict. . . . The generally prob-
lematic, equivocal nature of man’s relationship with animals shines
through the uneasiness. . . . Before and beyond all science, human-
ity sees itself as something emerging from animality, but it cannot
be sure of having transcended that state completely. (Ortega y
 Gasset 1985, 88)

The framework of intimacy helps us acknowledge that the grounds on
which we interact with elephants may shift, as our abilities to apprehend
different dimensions of human and other life forms improve. It enables us
to recognize and to respect historical relationships with elephants even as
new circumstances of intimacy emerge that might displace or erase them.
Research into cognition and memory, for example, may eventually shift
conventional wisdom about what constitutes “personhood” (see Varner,
Chapter 3 in this volume); recent work in science studies also takes up such
questions (Haraway 2003).

Those who are most intimate with elephants historically may not have
access to new academic developments and should not be penalized for that.
Nor should they be excluded from dialogue with those who are more con-
nected to new knowledge frontiers. An ethical intimacy framework recog-
nizes that a researcher who has spent long hours studying the memory of
elephants and a skilled tracker for elephant hunting both should have some
say with respect to how policy and extractive practices are managed. In fact,
each would have much to discuss with the other about the knowledge de-
rived from their respective forms of intimacy with these creatures. A
member of the South African secret police force in the early 1990s, how-
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ever dependent on ivory revenues for political funding (Ellis 1994), would
be out of place in such discussions because of his lack of intimacy with ele-
phants. For him, ivory was a crucial but replaceable commodity and his re-
liance on it was not predicated on any real sharing of his life with elephants,
but rather on the work of trackers and hunters and traders.

A practical ethic of intimacy for elephants calls for us to recognize and value
historical and potential human communities of concern for, knowledge
about, and interdependence with elephants. It also calls for members of
such communities to consider the claims and common interests of others
who have experienced or sincerely sought intimacy with elephants. I sug-
gest that certain new forms of engagement with elephants are cause for
hope that we may respond to this call. These include long-term research,
tourism “off the beaten path” and out of motor vehicles, and perhaps forms
of hunting that depart from the slaughter of elephants as mere replaceable
commodities (as in the case of our hypothetical South African secret po-
lice officer), or for social display of wealth and power through trophies.
Such new forms of touring and hunting could occur in historic elephant
habitat among remaining wild populations, or in new contexts within which
elephants gather such as sanctuaries or very large ranches. The hunting
might be motivated either by subsistence and ecological need, or, in the case
of trophy hunting, (Posewitz 1994) by the accurate and respectful recog-
nition of individual animals’ life histories of maturity and successive tri-
umphs over hunters. For those forms to take concrete shape, however, they
would have to rely on other communities of intimate knowledge about ele-
phants, as populations, and as individuals.

The social obstacles to an effective ethic of intimacy are enormous and
a long time in the making. This is due to, in large part, the profoundly gen-
dered and racialized social differences within and among human societies
at regional and international scales, reaching from the Middle Ages to con-
 temporary tensions, such as postcolonialism, antifederalism, and increas -
ing social and economic stratification. Until we are better able to confront
and reconfigure the seductive cultural and interpersonal dynamics of these
human divisions, the ethics of domination and appropriation will continue
their twin reign. Their potential contributions to conservation processes at
local levels notwithstanding, at a broader scale they will facil itate increas-
ing human consumption of elephants as commodities within concentric lo-
cal, regional, and global markets. This will likely mean the end of elephants
living as complex groups in their natural habitats. It may even mean dra-
matic reduction of their multiple roles in human lives: as modes of trans-
port, treasured companions, awe-inspiring prey, and remarkable com-
petitors for ever more precious space, all on a planet where elephants are
increasingly unable to live beyond the reach of human  intimacies.
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Notes
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1. It is useful to distinguish between descriptive
ethics and normative ethics, particularly given 
that the two can overlap rather insidiously despite
an author’s best efforts at self-awareness on such
matters. My work as an anthropologist can con-
tribute to “environmental ethics” as thus defined:
“the systematic and critical study of judgments
and attitudes which (consciously or unconsciously)
guide human beings in the way they behave to-
ward nature” (Stenmark 2002).

2. This watershed between northern and more
Mediterranean European hunting and forest use
has foundations that emerge in the Middle Ages
and can be seen in the very different legislative
statutes for hunting across the two regions. In
Italy, hunting was subordinated entirely to pas-
toralism and agriculture, in part because forests

were scarcer and more feared (Chastel 1990). Fur-
ther north, in the Rhine region, only the wolf
could be freely exterminated, and the Badois (or
Alsatian peasantry) were much more constrained
in their hunting practices.

3. “Serions-nous incapables de faire simplement
autant que les Anglais?” Le Tourisme et la ques-
tion Hoteliere en Afrique Equatoriale Française
(p. 5). Centre des Archives d’Outre Mer Series:
Agence France Outre Mer Carton: 360 d. 
hotelier.

4. Poulenc. Bayanga. Hardin Interview and field
notes from August 5, 1995, conducted with
French Foreign Legion and Parachute troops de-
ployed in the French bas Bouar for regional sur-
veillance and security operations.
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