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Abstract 

This article explores the more-than-human political ecology of human-elephant conflict in North 
Bengal, India, by emphasizing Asian elephants' (Elephas maximus) agency within a complex 
conservation landscape. Through a combination of ethnographic fieldwork, environmental history 
analysis, and camera traps, this article examines the dynamic and often contentious relationships 
between elephants and humans throughout precolonial, colonial, and postcolonial periods to 
comprehend the current complexities. We challenge the dominant conservation narratives that 
represent elephants as mere victims or as symbolic species, and instead frame them as political actors 
who adapt to, co-create, and subvert the socio-ecological realities of this shared space. Elephants in 
North Bengal intentionally adapt to human activities of 'weak' retaliation, modify local agricultural 
practices, and strategically breach electric fences to access better nutrition—behaviors reflecting 
cultural learning, adaptive intelligence, and interspecies negotiation. Their heightened status under 
the contemporary conservation regime has contributed to uneven political geographies, wherein the 
less-than-human local communities experience increased crop depredation, property damage, and 
human fatalities, frequented with unfair compensation or poor representation in decision-making. 
This article highlights the historical intertwining and mutual constitution of elephant and human 
agencies, shaped by their shared experiences of subordination, displacement, resistance, and 
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protection. It advocates for a shift in the conservation framework—from human exceptionalism and 
spatial binaries to models that balance power asymmetries, relational ontologies, and multispecies 
justice. Recognizing the elephant's subjective agency is crucial for developing more empathetic 
human-elephant conflict strategies and for restoring socio-ecological balance in a landscape that is 
becoming increasingly politicized against the local residents. 

Keywords: Asian elephants, more-than-human political ecology, political animal, nonhuman 
subjective agency, wildlife conservation, marginalized communities 

 

साराांश 
यह लेख उत्तर बंगाल, भारत में मानव-हाथी संघर्ष की 'मोर-देन-ह्यूमन' (मानव-इतर) राजनीततक पाररस्थिततकी 
(पॉतलतिकल इकोलॉजी) का अने्वर्ण करता है, जो एक जतिल संरक्षण पररदृश्य के भीतर एतियाई हातथयो ं
(एतलफस मैस्थिमस) की 'एजेंसी' (कततषत्व) पर जोर देता है। नतवंितवज्ञान संबंधी फील्डवकष , पयाषवरणीय इततहास 
तवशे्लर्ण और कैमरा िर ैप के संयोजन के माध्यम से, यह लेख वतषमान जतिलताओ ंको समझने के तलए पूवष-
औपतनवेतिक, औपतनवेतिक और उत्तर-औपतनवेतिक काल के दौरान हातथयो ंऔर मनुष्ो ंके बीच गततिील 
और अिर तववादास्पद संबंधो ंकी जांच करता है। हम उन प्रमुख संरक्षण तवमिों को चुनौती देते हैं जो हातथयो ं
को केवल तिकार या प्रतीकात्मक प्रजाततयो ंके रूप में दिाषते हैं, और इसके बजाय उन्हें राजनीततक अतभनेताओ ं
के रूप में फे्रम करते हैं जो इस साझा िान की सामातजक-पाररस्थिततक वास्ततवकताओ ंको अपनाते हैं, सह-
तनतमषत करते हैं और उन्हें उलि देते हैं। 

उत्तर बंगाल में हाथी जानबूझकर 'कमजोर' प्रततिोध की मानवीय गतततवतधयो ंके अनुकूल ढलते हैं, िानीय 
कत तर् पद्धततयो ंको संिोतधत करते हैं, और बेहतर पोर्ण तक पहंचने के तलए रणनीततक रूप से तबजली की बाड़ 
को तोड़ते हैं—ये व्यवहार सांस्कत ततक तिक्षा, अनुकूलन क्षमता और अंतर-प्रजातत बातचीत (इंिर-स्पीिीज 
नेगोतिएिन) को दिाषते हैं। समकालीन संरक्षण िासन के तहत उनकी उच्च स्थितत ने असमान राजनीततक 
भूगोल में योगदान तदया है, तजसमें 'लेस-देन-ह्यूमन' (मानव-से-कमतर) िानीय समुदाय बढ़ते फसल नुकसान, 
संपतत्त की क्षतत और मानवीय मततु्य का अनुभव करते हैं, और अिर उन्हें अनुतचत मुआवजा या तनणषय लेने में 
खराब प्रतततनतधत्व तमलता है। 

यह लेख हाथी और मानवीय एजेंसी के ऐततहातसक अंतसंबंध और पारस्पररक गठन पर प्रकाि डालता है, जो 
अधीनता, तविापन, प्रततरोध और संरक्षण के उनके साझा अनुभवो ंसे आकार लेता है। यह संरक्षण ढांचे में एक 
बदलाव की वकालत करता है—मानव तवतिष्टतावाद (ह्यूमन एिेप्िनतलज्म) और िातनक तिआधारी 
(से्पतियल बाइनरी) मॉडल से ऐसे मॉडल की ओर जो िस्थि की तवर्मताओ,ं संबंधपरक सत्तामीमांसा (ररलेिनल 
ऑन्कोलॉजी) और बह-प्रजातत न्याय को संतुतलत करते हैं। हाथी की तवर्यगत एजेंसी को पहचानना अतधक 
सहानुभूततपूणष मानव-हाथी संघर्ष िमन रणनीततयो ंको तवकतसत करने और उस पररदृश्य में सामातजक-
पाररस्थिततक संतुलन बहाल करने के तलए महत्वपूणष है जो िानीय तनवातसयो ंके स्थखलाफ तेजी से राजनीततक 
होता जा रहा है। 

कीवर्ड: एतियाई हाथी, मोर-देन-ह्यूमन राजनीततक पाररस्थिततकी, राजनीततक जानवर, गैर-मानवीय तवर्यगत 
एजेंसी, वन्यजीव संरक्षण, हातिए के समुदाय। 

 

Resumen 
Este artículo explora la ecología política más-que-humana del conflicto entre humanos y elefantes 
en Bengala del Norte, India, enfatizando la agencia de los elefantes asiáticos (Elephas maximus) 
dentro de un complejo paisaje de conservación. A través de una combinación de trabajo de campo 
etnográfico, análisis de historia ambiental y fototrampeo, este artículo examina las relaciones 
dinámicas y a menudo contenciosas entre elefantes y humanos a lo largo de los periodos precolonial, 
colonial y postcolonial para comprender las complejidades actuales. Desafiamos las narrativas 
dominantes de conservación que representan a los elefantes como meras víctimas o especies 
simbólicas y, en su lugar, los enmarcamos como actores políticos que se adaptan, co-crean y 
subvierten las realidades socio-ecológicas de este espacio compartido. Los elefantes en Bengala del 
Norte se adaptan intencionadamente a las actividades humanas de represalia "débil", modifican las 
prácticas agrícolas locales y vulneran estratégicamente las cercas eléctricas para acceder a una mejor 
nutrición; comportamientos que reflejan un aprendizaje cultural, inteligencia adaptativa y 
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negociación interespecífica. Su estatus elevado bajo el régimen de conservación contemporáneo ha 
contribuido a geografías políticas desiguales, en las que las comunidades locales menos-que-
humanas experimentan un aumento en la depredación de cultivos, daños a la propiedad y fatalidades 
humanas, acompañados frecuentemente de compensaciones injustas o una representación deficiente 
en la toma de decisiones. Este artículo destaca el entrelazamiento histórico y la constitución mutua 
de las agencias de elefantes y humanos, moldeadas por sus experiencias compartidas de 
subordinación, desplazamiento, resistencia y protección. Se aboga por un cambio en el marco de la 
conservación: del excepcionalismo humano y los binarios espaciales hacia modelos que equilibren 
las asimetrías de poder, las ontologías relacionales y la justicia multiespecie. Reconocer la agencia 
subjetiva del elefante es crucial para desarrollar estrategias de mitigación del conflicto (HEC) más 
empáticas y para restaurar el equilibrio socio-ecológico en un paisaje que se está volviendo cada vez 
más politizado contra los residentes locales. 

Palabras clave: Elefantes asiáticos, ecología política más-que-humana, animal político, agencia 
subjetiva no humana, conservación de la vida silvestre, comunidades marginadas 

 

 

1. Introduction 

Political ecology describes the 'politics' of competition over natural resources and explains 

how political actors exert control over marginalized stakeholders and deploy power to attain both 

tangible and ideological objectives (Blaikie & Brookfield, 1987; Page, 2003). Other scholars have 

conceptualized political ecology as a contemporary theory and method to describe 'accumulation by 

dispossession' that impacts the natural and social environments (Neumann, 2014; West, 2012). 

However, this approach has been criticized for being anthropocentric, as it considers only the welfare 

of marginalized communities while being less attentive to nonhuman welfare and agency. In recent 

scholarship on political ecology, with the 'animal turn,' nonhuman actors have started to gain 

recognition (Donfrenchesco & Sandbrook, 2025; Hobson, 2007; Keil et al., 2016; Srinivasan, 2014). 

While revisiting the ideas of environmental justice and socio-ecological transformations, such a trend 

of other-than-human/more-than-human inclusion is not unwarranted (Castree & Nash, 2006; Durand 

& Sundberg, 2019; Hinchliffe, 2007). While it opens an avenue for new analytical and 

methodological frameworks, some scholars have been critical of such inclusions in political ecology 

by highlighting the political and historical limitations of such interdisciplinary studies (Büscher, 

2022; Hornborg, 2021). Despite such intellectual frictions, there has been a growing 'animal 

emphasis' in political ecology, where different animal actors, such as bears, wolves, and elephants, 

among many others, have been studied (Fleming, 2017). 

We explore these complexities through an empirical study of human-elephant interactions in 

Northern West Bengal or North Bengal in India, where the conservation of a state-protected species 

contributes to the overall magnitude of human-elephant conflict (HEC). Further, responding to 

political and methodological limitations, this article aligns with Locke's (2016, p. 4) 

'ethnoelephantology' approach, which extends the boundaries of political ecology by integrating 

other related disciplines and methodologies from the humanities, social sciences, and natural 

sciences. Building on this line of thought, we argue that a more-than-human political ecology 

(MTHPE) approach challenges the idea of nonhuman homogeneity in mainstream political ecology 

and highlights the active role of nonhumans in contested landscapes (Hobson, 2007; Locke & 

Buckingham, 2016). This interdisciplinary approach also contests the anthropocentric binaries of 

animality versus humanity and nature versus culture, widening the scope of the article (Barua, 2014; 

Buller, 2016; Hovorka, 2019; Locke, 2016; Srinivasan, 2014). 
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While the more-than-human approach helps to address anthropocentrism in HEC, it is also 

important to acknowledge a less-than-human status of certain communities that have historically 

been made subservient, marginalized, and invisible throughout an ecological and socio-political 

progression (Akampurira & Marijnen, 2024). By highlighting the administrative shortcomings and 

institutional limitations through examples of unfair compensation and uneven power relations 

(Garland, 2008), we discuss the construction of these less-than-human lives in the later sections. The 

article is methodologically innovative because it captures the elephants' lives and perspectives 

through camera traps. These technical gadgets served as 'animal eyes' to present the 'quantitative' 

realities of elephants within a human-dominated landscape, augmenting people's observations of 

these activities.      

Norton (2024) thoughtfully reminded us of the capability of nonhuman agency to create 

change in society, and therefore, it is ethical to address nonhuman subjectivity in contested spaces 

(both physical and political). By nonhuman subjectivity, we highlight the elephant's intelligence, 

emotions, social bonds, and memories. Elephants as political animals2 demonstrate power, capability, 

adaptability, and most importantly, intentionality, because of their actions and human (in)actions. 

The article also emphasizes how political decisions centered around elephant conservation have 

societal repercussions and reveal the political agency of elephants. For instance, the Asian elephant 

(Elephas maximus) is a Schedule I species in India, which means it has state protection, and also 

elephants became conscious of restricted lethal retaliation (Gadgil, 2023). Fieldwork shows that 

elephants adapt to fulfill their nutritional requirements, often by identifying new migratory routes, 

circumventing electric fences, engaging in crop depredation and damage to housing, and rarely, even 

killing humans. Through these observations, it appears that elephants constantly challenge and 

overcome boundaries to express their agency (Barua, 2024; Evans & Adams, 2018; Ogden, 2013). 

Therefore, an interdisciplinary approach helps to provide a nuanced view of the HEC by explaining 

the relative power/agency between elephants and local communities that shapes HEC intensity 

(Evans & Adams, 2018). 

In the next section, we situate elephants in the MTHPE by tracing some of the key events from 

the pre-colonial to contemporary eras showing the continuum of chronological markers. These 

historical episodes reveal how both human and elephant agencies continue to shape the political 

ecology of a shared landscape in the current conservation regime.  

 

2. Situating elephant in more-than-human political ecology 

Asian elephants and humans have reciprocally influenced each other over millennia through 

imperial warfare, cultural veneration, colonial expansion, state-making, and contemporary 

conservation legislation in India (Locke & Buckingham, 2016). On this political and ecological 

journey, elephants have assumed various 'active' roles—from "technologies of war" (Locke, 2016, p. 

160) to "ambassador of peace" (Sukumar, 2016, p. 31) and from a "supreme god" (Sukumar, 2016, 

p. 31) to "vehicles for labor" (Locke, 2016, p. 1). These shifts reflect major transformations in human 

attitudes and actions towards elephants, from exploitation and extermination to preservation, and 

they continue to influence their mutual environments (Buckingham, 2016). Furthermore, the cultural 

learning and behavioral adaptations among elephants in relation to the changing socio-political 

 
2 The term 'zoon politikon' or 'political animal,' is attributed to Aristotle (1981), where he suggests that humans 
are called political animals in the sense that they possess the ability to participate in governance activities. We 
extend this definition to the elephants in North Bengal by highlighting the traits of collective self-responsibility, 
strategic negotiation of space, and imposition of will over humans. 
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environment and human practices make them social animals who display subjectivity (Byrne et al., 

2009; Pokharel et al., 2018; Srinivasaiah et al., 2019).  

On the one hand, conservationists often emphasize the wide array of cognitive and problem-

solving attributes of elephants to support the conservation of these sentient beings (Byrne et al., 2009; 

Plotnik et al., 2006). On the other hand, they often contradict themselves by not recognizing 

elephants as subjects with agency shaping conflict outcomes (Lorimer, 2010). This contradiction 

creates an 'ontological blind spot' in conservation biology (Ogden et al., 2014), primarily because of 

the political sensitivities surrounding such assertions of the relative power/agency of elephants in 

anthropogenic landscapes. Elephants and other nonhuman species have displayed 'conscious' 

behavioral adaptations to human-altered conditions for resource optimization and reproductive 

success (Chelliah & Sukumar, 2013; Srinivasaiah et al., 2012; Wong & Candolin, 2015). 

Global conservation discourse often projects the positive contribution of endangered species, 

such as elephants' ecological roles in seed dispersal, to justify their protection in degrading tropical 

ecosystems (Barua, 2011; Campos-Arceiz & Blake, 2011; Sukumar, 2003). Given that elephants 

have lost 95% of their historical home range to development projects and agricultural expansion 

(Sukumar, 2006), such a framing is not unwarranted. However, this can overshadow the learning 

abilities and disruptive actions that elephants deliberately perform to impact rural development in 

forest fringes (Barua, 2014; Lorimer, 2010; Naha et al., 2020; Srinivasaiah et al., 2019). 

This article asserts that HEC takes place not only due to human actions or policy 

implementations as traditionally suggested by political ecologists and social scientists (Rangarajan, 

2001; Robbins, 2012) but also due to elephants' agency (Barua, 2014; Saha, 2017). Elephant 

consciousness and intentionality create "sites of contest" (Keil, 2016, p. 248), where species-specific 

boundaries are actively negotiated through mutual awareness (Barua, 2013; Ogden et al., 2013). For 

instance, humans extract firewood from forest patches, and elephants raid paddy fields to acquire 

nutritious forage. It appears that humans and elephants have different positions in a concealed socio-

ecological hierarchy and their 'political' positions are constantly influenced by anthropogenic factors 

and community responses. Evidently, the exclusionary conservation legislation reinforces elephants' 

active participation in the contemporary conservation regime (Duffy, 2014; Srinivasan, 2022). As 

the more-than-human understanding of elephants and the current nature of human-elephant 

interactions are co-determined by the history of forest and elephant management in India (Keil, 

2016), we briefly revisit this historical journey to better understand the shifts in equilibrium of these 

more-than-human relationships. 

 

Non-linear historical trajectory of elephant preservation 

The evolution of elephant management is richly documented in ancient texts such as 

Arthasashtra (3rd century BCE), Matanga-lila (6th-12th century CE), Gajasastra, Hastividyarnava 

(early centuries of CE), and Akbarnama and Ain-I Akbari (late 16th century CE) (Sukumar, 2016; 

Trautmann, 2019). These texts indicate that elephants grew in hastivanas (elephant forests) with 

extreme protection and were captured for training once they reached the age of twenty (Rangarajan, 

2001). Interestingly, Trautmann (2019) highlights that elephants endured better in India than 

elsewhere due to their indispensable role in warfare, particularly during the Mauryan and Mughal 

empires. Even after the introduction of gunpowder, elephants remained a symbol of political power 

and aristocracy among the rulers (Locke, 2016). 

The relationship between humans and wildlife was once well-balanced through symbiosis and 

predation, before European expansion (Baker, 2016; Sivaramakrishnan, 1995). During colonial times 

(1757-1947), as wild animals pushed back the 'line of cultivation,' the British demanded the slaughter 
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of large mammals to safeguard agricultural frontiers and human lives (Sivaramakrishnan, 1999, p. 

92). As a result, elephants, along with other 'vermin' wildlife species such as tigers, lions, panthers, 

cheetahs, and wolves, faced extermination threats. This situation was in the context of an expanding 

economy that relied on natural resource extraction and the creation of permanent settlements for 

migrant communities. The institutionalized concept of reward-based hunting created a mutually 

beneficial situation for the British and the locals, who could hunt large mammals for leisure, crop 

protection, and even meat. 

After being designated vermin for almost a century, the elephant became the first species to 

be removed from the vermin list in 1879, when the colonial administration realized its utilitarian 

value (Sivaramakrishnan, 1999). The 1870s became a pivotal decade where the British 

simultaneously enhanced the status of elephants and subjugated local communities through 

legislation. The colonial officers first declared certain tribes as inherently 'criminal' through the 

Indian Criminal Tribes Act (1871), which added another layer of protection for the elephants who 

were helping the forest administration (Sharma & Agnimitra, 2015; Sivaramakrishnan, 1995). 

Although the primary object of the Act was to forestall local rebellion, it indirectly reduced threats 

to the elephants, as natural capital. It was soon followed by the British Arms Act (1878), where even 

the shikaris (local hunters) were prohibited from hunting or carrying firearms—therefore, 

criminalizing subsistence hunting on the basis of race and class (Mandala, 2019). While the elephants 

remained subaltern to their British masters (Baker, 2016), their actions were experienced by agrarian 

communities, especially those who could no longer defend crop depredation with firearms (Sukumar, 

2016). In contrast, prior to these political interventions, the British rewarded killings of large 

mammals and provided guns, which restricted human loss and HEC, and thus prohibited the elephant 

from becoming a barrier to socio-economic security (Rangarajan, 2001; Sivaramakrishnan, 1999).  

During the late nineteenth century, a new form of anthropocentrism emerged where the British 

increased the rate of elephant regeneration and systematic capture, primarily for hauling and carriage 

(Nongbri, 2003; Singh, 2020). While the British stressed that protection and utilization of elephants 

should happen simultaneously (Nongbri, 2003), Rangarajan (2001, p. 47) rightly pointed out that 

"the aim of the monopoly (over elephants) was not protection per se but a means to garner and keep 

alive the critical resource"—completely opposite to John Muir's ethos of 

preservation.3 Consequently, the elephant became a "ward of the state" (Rangarajan, 2001, p. 72) and 

emerged as a strategic natural resource (as well as a national resource) that significantly altered state-

society interaction. Elephants under British colonial rule exemplified Foucault's (1979) 'economy of 

power' through less coercive forms of control, management, and governance over natural resources 

as well as society (Sharma & Agnimitra, 2015). 

The conceptualization of 'wilderness' has been transformed by political and epistemological 

frameworks. During the colonial era, wilderness was constructed as "zones of anomaly" that needed 

repurposing (Sivaramakrishnan, 1999, p. 48). In contrast, the postcolonial era saw a paradigmatic 

shift in conservation discourse, and wilderness became protection-worthy for its intangible values 

(Jalais, 2010; Shahabuddin & Sivaramakrishnan, 2019). Elephants were central to these socio-

ecological transformations. 

Environmental legislation has historically subjugated local communities. It persists even 

during the current conservation regime, a point further corroborated by research presented below. 

While the contemporary legislation manages firearm restrictions and access to PAs, unlike in the 

 
3 This idea sought to preserve wildlife based on the non-utilitarian lines of environmental ethics (see Robbins 
et al. 2010). 
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colonial period, elephants occupy a 'non-subaltern'/dominant status relative to any social group 

within the modern conservation framework. 

 

National heritage animal in the current conservation regime 

Elephants were the earliest large mammals to witness a transformation from being trophy 

hunted to being considered a strategic state resource. Yet, actual meaningful elephant preservation 

gained attention only in the last five decades. India hosted the 10th IUCN General Assembly in 1969 

and formed an international environmental alliance to protect the natural environment. Consequently, 

the elephant was declared an 'endangered' species by the IUCN in 1986. The process of endangerment 

was constructed to transform elephants from being killable objects (Ogden, 2013) to being political 

subjects (Hobson, 2007). The concurrent enactment of landmark legislation such as the Wildlife 

Protection Act (1972)4, the Forest Conservation Act (1980), and the Environment Protection Act 

(1986) further elevated the conservation status of elephants in post-colonial India. Consequently, the 

elephant population grew unevenly in Indian forests but not as much as the human population—

thereby intensifying the spatial overlaps and HEC (Sukumar, 2003). Annual human deaths from 

attacks grew from 100-150 during the early 1980s (Sukumar, 1989) to 500 by 2017 (PE-MoEF, 

2017). Sukumar (2006) highlighted the higher number of human deaths by elephants in Asia than in 

Africa despite a higher African elephant (Loxodonta africana) population. In contrast, despite a 

reduction in retaliatory killings (Keil, 2016), India has approximately 100 elephant deaths each year 

(ETF-MoEF, 2010). 

The late 20th century also saw the emergence of the 'animal turn,' as global environmental 

activism increasingly positioned nonhuman animals as rights-bearing subjects within ecocentric and 

humanist paradigms (Ogden et al., 2013). Later, in India, the elephant was declared a national 

heritage animal in 2010 and several task force projects followed, advocating for their right to passage 

across human spaces. As a result of political shifts, the elephant also transformed into a flagship 

species, garnering more conservation attention and protection (Barua, 2011). 

India hosts more than 60% of the global Asian elephant population, and 22,446 individuals 

co-exist with growing human populations in and around fragmented forests (Naha et al., 2020; 

Qureshi et al., 2025; Sukumar, 2006). Although the late 20th and early 21st centuries ushered in 

promises of improved local engagement and forest management, the conservation regime has failed 

to integrate the diverse socio-ecological benefits of forests to the livelihoods of forest-dependent 

communities (Lele, 2024). 'Soft eviction' of forest people has occurred, with so-called 'voluntary' 

displacement to fabricate 'natural' spaces by disassociating local agency and practices (Kabra & 

Mahalwal, 2014; Shahabuddin & Bhamidipati, 2014). The trajectory of events has disrupted the 

ethical dimensions of conservation in complex multispecies assemblages (Kabra & Das, 2013; 

Montgomery et al., 2024; Witter, 2013).  

The socio-political construction of the elephant has made it a 'political animal'—one that is 

more agentive than it was during the British India period. Today it works as an extension of the state 

apparatus to assert authority over natural resources and people. Elephants are not passive recipients 

of policies but enact agency, as highlighted by various scholars (Barua, 2014; Duffy, 2014; Margulies 

& Bersaglio, 2018; Srinivasan, 2022) and presented through our fieldwork. Since elephant behavior 

isn't displayed in isolation, we integrate methods from social sciences and ecological sciences to 

 
4 It is worth highlighting that elephants were initially placed under Schedule II when the Act came into force, 
but were moved to Schedule I after an amendment in 1977. 
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understand the socio-political and ecological complexities of human and elephant agency (Newing 

et al., 2011; Vercammen et al., 2025). 

The next section discusses the 'materials and methods' we used. In the subsequent sections, we 

link empirical findings with relevant theories to provide a nuanced overview of the current HEC 

scenario. We discuss a range of perceptions towards elephant and forest management and highlight 

the discourse of interspecies intersubjectivity that we suggest has emerged due to increased elephant 

protection over time. Our conceptual contribution involves investigating how humans and elephants 

perceive each other and co-constitute spaces for resource use (Haraway, 2007). In this process, we 

recognize elephants as equitable and active more-than-human actors (Hinchliffe, 2010; Sundberg, 

2014; van Bommel & Boonman-Berson, 2022), contrary to static and passive beings (Margulies & 

Bersaglio, 2018). 

 

3. Materials and methods 

Fieldwork was conducted across two districts, namely Jalpaiguri and Alipurduar, in North 

Bengal. The region lies at an elevation of 50 to 3,500 m above sea level and receives annual rainfall 

of approx. 3,160 mm, supporting grasslands, moist deciduous forests, and evergreen forest patches. 

It comprises one of the 33 elephant reserves in India, i.e., the Eastern Dooars Elephant Reserve (978 

km2), overlapping with Buxa Tiger Reserve and parts of Jaldapara National Park in the Alipurduar 

district. The study area falls under the Brahmaputra plains biogeographic classification (Rodgers et 

al., 2000). With more than 3.8 million humans and a population density of 622 persons per km2 

(Census, 2011), the major livelihoods are agriculture, cattle rearing, and tea-garden work. The 

combined populations of different livestock, such as cow, buffalo, goat, sheep, and pig, stand at more 

than 2.1 million with a density of over 273 livestock per km2 (Livestock Census, 2019). The major 

tribes are Rabha, Bhutia, Mech, Toto, Oraon, Bhumij, Santhal, and Munda, who primarily work in 

tea gardens and remain highly dependent on forest resources for their livelihoods. 

The highly fragmented forests, tea estates, and agricultural fields facilitate the migration routes 

for 676 elephants in this region (Qureshi et al., 2025). The other major mammalian species are gaur 

(Bos gaurus), one-horned rhinoceros (Rhinoceros unicornis), Asiatic black bear (Ursus thibetanus), 

sambar (Rusa unicolor), and chital (Axis axis), among others. With the local extinction of tiger 

(Panthera tigris) in the region, the common leopard (Panthera pardus) is the apex predator in the 

floodplains. 

Eighteen months of ethnographic fieldwork was conducted between October 2022 and March 

2024. Through primary and secondary data, we examined how power dynamics influenced the 

severity of HEC by understanding human and elephant agency in this shared landscape. A mixed-

methods provided a more comprehensive understanding of the complexities surrounding HEC and  

triangulated findings. In addition to field-based methods, we conducted a literature review that helped 

us understand shifts in human-elephant relations and the notion of nonhuman agency from the pre-

colonial to the contemporary era in India. We gained a better understanding of the societal 

repercussions of species-specific preservation models in the current conservation regime. 

For the qualitative component, data collection was through semi-structured interviews (N=40), 

group discussions with local community members, and direct observation of human/elephant 

behavior. Interviews were also conducted with senior forest department officers, tea garden 

managers, and local politicians through purposive sampling (N=10). Focus group discussions 

(FGDs) (N=8) were held with tea garden workers, paddy cultivators, and forest villagers to get their 

views on relevant issues through deliberation. Prior consent was obtained from the respondents. 

These interviews and discussions complemented data gathered from other sources. The respondents 
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were asked about the reasons behind the changing behavior of elephants over the past decades, their 

past encounters with them, their forest dependency, and forest health. The audio-recorded 

conversations focused on past and present HEC mitigation strategies, as well as the role of firearms 

and non-lethal techniques in managing conflicts to interpret the 'fear ecology' implications (Gaynor 

et al., 2021), while placing them carefully within the broader theme of more-than-human political 

ecology. 

Figure 1: Study area map showing protected areas, tea gardens, forest cover, and land 

use classifications. 

 

 

To analyze the magnitude and spatio-temporal patterns of HEC, we conducted questionnaire 

surveys (N=388). These assessments focused on several key areas: local perspectives on elephant 

behavior, evolving public sentiment toward the Forest Department and the elephants themselves, and 

the specific challenges associated with existing compensation frameworks. Further, we installed 

infrared camera traps (N=12; 5,500 trap nights) to substantiate cultural learning among elephants, 

which enables them to negotiate space in the human domain. Each camera was installed at a height 

of approximately 2.5 to 3m above the ground to document elephant's ways of breaching electric fence 

across multiple 25-day sessions. We also analyzed 10 years of conflict and compensation data (2013-

14 to 2022-23) from the Forest Department's 4 wildlife divisions—Gorumara, Jaldapara, Buxa (East), 
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and Buxa (West)—to assess the scope and severity of HEC. Direct observation and those through 

camera traps allowed us to identify wild elephants by names, temperaments, and their ways of 

competing with humans. All statistical analysis was performed in R version 4.3.3. 

The interview transcripts were analyzed through content analysis techniques, where all the 

English translations were manually coded into different themes: pattern of conflict, history of 

previous encounters with elephants, people's perceptions about changing elephant behavior, efficacy 

of deterrents, relationship with the forest department, and alternate livelihood options. We used the 

participants' stories to build a context-bound, coherent narrative (Creswell, 2007). All the participants 

were allocated a fictitious name while retaining the actual gender and age. Only established officials 

and scholars were identified by their actual names with their consent. We built a chronology of events 

and coherent explanations through literature and fieldwork narratives, providing us with a clearer 

understanding of the situation on the ground (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Overall, the mixed-

method analysis helped us explore human ideologies and varying agencies and their roles in shaping 

lived realities of both humans and elephants (Liamputtong, 2009). 

Furthermore, to examine multispecies interactions within this shared landscape, we utilized a 

2019–2020 dataset from the Wildlife Institute of India (WII), Dehradun. This data, derived from 118 

camera traps across North Bengal, allowed us to assess temporal overlap patterns between elephants 

and other beings, including humans, gaurs, rhinos, and sambars. 

 

4. Descriptive statistics of respondents 

Out of 388 villagers in forest fringe villages, 73% were men and 27% were women. The 

majority of these participants followed Hindu (66%), Christian (28%), Buddhist (3%), and Islamic 

(3%) religions. A majority of the participants belonged to Scheduled Tribes (66%), predominantly 

identifying themselves either as Adivasi (36%) or Nepali (28%). While most of the respondents were 

literate, i.e., 37% with primary and 30% with secondary education, we also encountered some locals 

without any formal education (18%). In general, the respondents showed awareness of the topics 

related to forest governance, history of wildlife protection, and elephant behavior. 

The household-level data shows that the average family size was 5 (SD=2.6; Range=1-30) and 

the average distance from the nearest forest was 461m (SD=493; Range=2-2,000m). A majority of 

these participants confirmed dependency on forests (67%)—mostly for firewood collection (but also 

for fish, honey, and occasionally mushrooms). The remaining 33% were either involved in small-

scale businesses, tea garden labor work, or worked as migrant laborers. The average (median) self-

reported annual income was found to be INR 72,0005 (US$ 878), (SD=107,421; Range=5,000-

1,000,000. The per-family landholding was 5 bigha6 (0.65 hectare) (SD=5.5; Range=0.5-48). 

 

 

5. Elephant conservation and people's perceptions 

This section establishes our central argument, based on fieldwork. Through interviewing 

diverse stakeholders, we also highlight how the more-than-human status of elephants and the less-

than-human status of local people emerge in this contested landscape. 

 

 

 
5 1 US$ = INR 84  
6 1 Bigha = 0.13 Hectare 
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'More-than-human' elephants 

With the parallel enactments of conservation legislation7 and the actions of widespread 

environmental movements8, India's non-utilitarian objective of large mammal conservation became 

evident. As a result, India experienced a 70% increase in the elephant population between 1980 and 

2002, which continues to grow in many elephant-range states (Qureshi et al., 2025). This 

paradigmatic shift from anthropocentrism to ecocentrism enabled population recovery of large 

mammals, including elephants, but at the expense of individual and community forest rights 

(Shahabuddin and Sivaramakrishnan, 2019). Respondents stated that a growing elephant population 

is concentrated in North Bengal because Nepal and Bhutan have modified international boundaries 

for national security reasons, and the intensity of HEC has been affected (Klixbüll, 2016). For 

instance, in an FGD, Pallav Chhetri (Male, 52-year-old) explained: 

 

Earlier, the elephants used to come, and the electric fence would deter them, and they 

would leave. This is not the case in the present day. I think elephants do not have a place 

to go anymore, or they cannot go for some reason. Earlier, they'd only come twice, and 

if we shouted, they would go away easily. But now, they keep coming continuously and 

are only roaming around in the Alipurduar district. Bhutan has said that it won't allow 

elephants from India into its land. Otherwise, in this time of the year (winter), elephants 

would migrate to Bhutan. But countries like Bhutan and Nepal have closed the 

entryways for the elephants and sealed all borders, and therefore, the elephants have 

nowhere to go. This is causing more pressure on our forests and also on the people. 

 

In the same FGD, Vishnu Rai (Male, 65-year-old) highlighted elephants' seasonal migration 

and impacts on paddy cultivation, growing vulnerability, and restricted options: 

 

Kheti-badi [agriculture] is a deficit-generating work. Many people take loans to 

cultivate their fields, but none of them become profitable. Instead, they face severe 

losses and are forced to sell their cattle to repay the loans. In betel nut farming, we have 

to wait for eight years to get the first profit. Unfortunately, the elephants come and break 

them during the fruiting season. I think people are helpless here. In these ten years, 

during which the betel nut tree matures, people take out many informal loans that they 

find difficult to repay. 

 

The survey results also show how elephants influence local cropping patterns. Some 72% of farmers 

experienced crop depredation by elephants (χ² = 193.6, df = 1, p < 0.0001) and 33% of respondents 

experienced house damage (χ² = 115.6, df = 1, p < 0.0001) annually. Some farmers even harvest the 

paddy prematurely to avoid loss from elephants, while others have converted their paddy fields 

mostly into tea (Camellia sinensis) and betel nut (Areca catechu) plantations. Many others without 

any credit support have simply abandoned their fields to negate losses as the 'seasonal' elephant raids 

 
7 Wildlife Protection Act (1972). Forest came under the Concurrent List (1976); Forest Conservation Act 
(1980); Environment Protection Act (1986). Asian elephants were declared an endangered species by IUCN in 
1986; Project Elephant (1992). 
8 Such as the Chipko movement (1970s), Silent Valley movement (1973-80), Appiko movement (1983), & 
Jungle Bachao Andolan (1980s). 
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have transformed to 'perennial' raids, as linear infrastructure projects and rampant human population 

growth have disrupted the historical 'corridors of tolerance' (Zimmermann et al., 2009). 

North Bengal hosts 15 intra-state elephant corridors, 10% of India's total. The region is 

experiencing heightened spatial congestion as interactions between human and nonhuman 

inhabitants intensify (EC-MoEF & CC, 2023). However, with state protection and with people's 

tolerance rooted in religious values, elephants have learned to navigate through human-dominated 

landscapes. In this congested movement, several elephant deaths9 due to human-elephant conflict 

(HEC), including train collisions and low-hanging high-tension wires, raise questions about their 

transit rights. 

The region experiences a seasonal elephant movement between Bhutan, Nepal, and Assam 

(Neupane et al. 2022; Jigme & Williams, 2011). However, these transboundary movement routes 

have experienced significant transformation. Responding to the context and status of movement 

routes between India and Bhutan. Dr. Kesang Wangchuk, a senior conservationist at the International 

Centre for Integrated Mountain Development (ICIMOD), explained:  

 

The walls built by Bhutan along the Bhutan-India border were primarily targeted to 

check criminal activities. Unfortunately, the wall happened to be on the elephants' 

corridor, which was realized later. Currently, wall construction has stopped. 

 

Dr. Wangchuk's response confirms local people's observations of North-South elephant 

movements between India and Bhutan (Roy & Sukumar, 2015), which is often overlooked given the 

East-West movement across the landscape (Figure 1). Situated knowledge systems, rooted in 

historical entanglement with elephants, often remain excluded from formal decision-making 

processes (Govindrajan, 2018). Barua (2024) notes that no installation of infrastructure is outside of 

a political and ecological vein and is intertwined with the discourse of development and progress, 

leading to the degradation of habitat that supported and sustained the lives of both humans and 

nonhumans. We emphasize that while such linear developmental activities negatively impact 

elephants (Naha et al., 2020; Qureshi et al., 2025; Wadey et al., 2018), they also increase the burden 

(of an increased local elephant population) on agrarian communities—thereby disrupting the socio-

ecological equilibrium in favor of elephants over locals. 

In response to elephant population growth, a village elder, Shiva Sharma (Male, 72-year-old), 

recollected the time when such rogue elephants could be killed by the Forest Department. 

  

Around 1972, an elephant killed an old man in our village for the first time. A few days 

later, the same elephant came and I flashed a torch towards it. Seeing the torch, the 

elephant charged towards me. A few days later, a hunter was called from Kolkata by the 

Forest Department. He saw the elephant and lit the torch, to which the elephant 

responded the same way, and was shot. It took two rounds to kill it. Just sometime after 

this incident, two more elephants came onto the road and were also shot, taking the total 

count to three. 

 

 
9 The exact number was not available with the Forest Department at the time of fieldwork. As per the best 
estimate, it is not more than 20 elephant deaths per year—the majority of which are accidental. 
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On similar lines, recalling the Forest Department's shifting response to rogue elephants, a social 

activist recollected: 

 

Prior to 1972 (referring to the Wildlife Protection Act, 1972), both the Forest 

Department and the locals used to eliminate rogue elephants. That's how we used to 

mitigate HEC. However, after the legislation passed, first the Forest Department 

stopped and later, the locals surrendered their guns. (Male, 52-year-old)   

 

The last rogue elephant shot in North Bengal by the Forest Department was in 2002, following 

an incident where a cow elephant (female) killed 13 humans within two days in the Darjeeling district 

(Dasgupta, 2002). While the locals have identified a few similarly dangerous elephants, no individual 

has recently been declared rogue or eliminated by the Forest Department. Our survey showed that 

even Hindu communities, known for their religious reverence towards elephants (Roy et al., 2022), 

now emphasize the elimination of 'problem elephants' as a solution for the long-term survival of the 

species in a contested landscape—echoing approaches suggested in other scholarly work (Nelson et 

al., 2003). In various elephant-range states, individuals have been captured and re-released 

elsewhere, displacing conflict rather than resolving it. In the field, a forest officer once voiced his 

anguish after a successful translocation of a solitary bull (male elephant) in his range in North Bengal 

from another region of the state. He said: 

 

…all pagol [mad/violent] elephants are translocated to North Bengal. We are left to 

monitor them and deal with the conflict. (Male, 37-year-old)  

 

In the absence of selective removal of elephants by the Forest Department or lethal retaliation, 

the locals depend on traditional ways (mostly fire crackers, torches, stones, and shouting) to protect 

themselves. They also get ex gratia payments from the Forest Department.10 Mahesh Toppo (male, 

42), a Hindu priest, recollected his pleasant memories of elephant interactions but also highlighted 

conflicting perceptions (revered versus tolerated). He said: 

 

I'm not sure if the current avatar of the elephant is a thakur [god] or a dushman [enemy]. 

Just like humans, there are different jaati [castes] among elephants as well. The honest 

ones will avoid an injured person, but the 'bad' ones will pull a human out of his house 

and kill him. 

 

Although it's difficult to distinguish the "noble" and dangerous elephant in real time, some 

expert foresters and villagers have identified a few dangerous individuals such as Akash Pataal 

(named after one tusk pointing to the front while the other is towards the ground), Chakma Daataal 

(the tusker who dodges humans inside the forests), and Pooch Kata (the one with a severed tail). 

These named individuals have been responsible for more human fatalities, including forest guards, 

than other elephants but don't face any institutional repercussions. 

If more state protection for elephants yields more HEC in the future, this would not be 

surprising (Trautmann, 2019). Such a form of forest management in the 20th and 21st centuries is 

 
10 Between 2013-2014 and 2022-2023, the Forest Department disbursed at least INR 4,82,36,402 (US$ 
588,249) for crop depredation and INR 2,55,57,499 (US$ 311,677) for property damage by elephants. 
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considered problematic by different scholars. Neumann (1998) argues that, like other development 

growth models, the wilderness was imposed on 'third world' countries without considering socio-

ecological factors such as species richness, the degree of forest dependency of local people, or 

climatic conditions. Others have stressed that the establishment of PAs often resulted in tribal land 

alienation and criminalization of many customary land-use practices such as fishing, grazing, and 

timber collection (Adams & Hutton 2007; Okello et al. 2009; Sinha et al. 2012). While most of the 

conservation legislation increased the Forest Department's police powers, the Forest Rights Act 

(2006) provided some resistance to the wildlife-centric laws and recognized forest dwellers' access 

and management rights (Lele, 2024), although implementation has not been fully achieved. Even 

after forest villages convert to revenue-generation villages, authorities do not allow individual and 

community forest rights, while elephants establish new territories outside PAs. Highlighting this 

inequality, Kokila Roy (Female, 55-year-old), a Nepali woman, jokingly said: 

 

These elephants have an AADHAR card (a national identity card), and that's why they 

roam boldly in our fields. Earlier, we used to see elephants in the forest camps or 

circuses; now they come to Hamiltonganj. 

 

Hamiltonganj is a small town between Jaldapara National Park and Buxa Tiger Reserve that 

until 2012 hosted circuses where many animals, including tamed elephants, used to perform. It used 

to be a rare event to spot wild elephants in the town. Kokila's response indicated the changing agency 

of elephants: from being subservient to the ringmaster to being 'socially' equal to (or above) the locals 

with state protection, in the concealed socio-ecological hierarchy. Consequently, the state constructs 

less-than-human geographies as animal lives are prioritized over human lives to establish control and 

governance (Akampurira & Marijnen, 2024). Such an ontological shift in the human-elephant 

relationship, primarily over the last few decades, affirms the more-than-human status of the 

elephants. 

Elephants express intentionality and subjective agency in various forms (Baker, 2016). Such 

traits are often expressed through their sophisticated behavior, such as burying their calf carcasses in 

the tea estates in northeast India (Kaswan & Roy, 2024), calling herd members by unique names in 

African savannas (Pardo et al., 2024), or displaying various non-submissive behaviors11 during this 

fieldwork. However, we emphasize the subjective agency of the wild elephants who regularly 

confront subservient human agency to shape the nature of HEC. 

 

'Less-than-human' locals 

The helplessness among the locals explains the politics of mourning around PAs and how the 

marginalized communities are deemed less valuable than a flagship species (Akampurira & 

Marijnen, 2024). Various forms of inequity remain evident, which also shape landscape dynamics, 

but the most unfair ones are the uncompensated human fatalities. Under the Wildlife Protection Act 

(1972), families of a person killed inside the forest boundaries remain ineligible for compensation. 

 
11 During fieldwork, a captive elephant named Balasundar (a fifteen-year-old tusker) in Jaldapara National Park 
helped several times to install camera traps in the deep forests during the post-monsoon season. Interestingly, 
Balasundar would leave with the mahout if the researchers were late or would take a different path and stop 
near its favorite jujube bushes for a break. Another captive cow elephant called Meenakshi would escape 
captivity during the estrous period. Drawing from Joseph Hooker's (British Botanist, 1848) fieldwork, these 
'intractable' behaviors also reflect 'volition' and 'agency' (Baker, 2016, p. 116). 
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This state provision is aimed at discouraging the locals from entering the PAs, explains the Additional 

District Magistrate (General):  

 

The human habitation is increasing every year, and encroachment into forested areas is 

visible. In cases of human deaths caused by wildlife, the state procedure follows prima 

facie, but (administrators) remain a little lenient and open to proof. (Male, 35-year-old)  

 

But, on the ground, this leads to diverse circumstances and difficulties in providing proof, argues 

Karma Bahadur Chettri (Male, 72-year-old): 

 

Around 2016, a man was killed by an elephant in the early morning hours. He was only 

a few meters inside the forest when he was killed by a bull. The elephant had actually 

attacked him on the street and then thrown the body inside the forest boundary. For the 

Forest Department, he was inside the forest and therefore, his family didn't receive the 

compensation.  

 

Such rigid, uncompensated deaths negatively impact the local tolerance of large mammals and 

the Forest Department. The Forest Department currently pays an ex gratia payment of INR 5,00,00012 

(US$ 6,098) for every wildlife-related human death. The injuries are treated in the government 

hospitals with variable compensation according to severity (Forest Department). The conflict and 

compensation data analysis, during 2013-2014 to 2022-2023, showed that human deaths included all 

age categories between 6 and 98 years old (SD=15.04) but were largely concentrated among 47-year-

olds and the injuries among 36-year-olds. Disproportionately more males (N=240) than females 

(N=67) were killed by elephants (χ² = 97.49, df = 1, p < 0.001) and similarly, more males (N=307) 

than females (N=93) were injured by elephant attacks (χ² = 115.24, df = 1, p < 0.001). This gendered 

disparity is explained by the different nature of work and exposure to risks, highlighting distinct 

vulnerabilities among both genders (Banerjee & Sharma, 2022). To those affected, the four wildlife 

divisions have paid INR 7,91,30,000 (US$ 965,000) in total against human deaths and at least INR 

1,08,90,737 (US$ 132,814) in total for human injuries in North Bengal. This amount falls short of 

adequately compensating the dependents or building their capacity; it also remains one of the lowest 

across other Indian states—up to five times less than in Maharashtra and Madhya Pradesh. 

Concerning unfair compensation, the Adivasi, or tea tribes, present a special case. The Adivasi 

tribes constitute only 15.5% of the population in Jalpaiguri and Alipurduar districts (Census, 2011) 

but account for 61% of total deaths and 54% of injuries caused by elephants alone13 (Forest 

Department). Most of these people live inside tea estates without proper land documents and thus 

remain ineligible for ex gratia payments against crop loss and house damage. The Additional District 

Magistrate (General) explained: 

 

 
12 The ex-gratia payment against human deaths was INR 100,000 until 2015, INR 250,000 till 2019, and INR 
400,000 until 2020.  
13 Tea estates also host a high density of leopards and cause major disruption to life and work (see also Kshettry 
et al., 2017; Naha et al., 2020). 
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…as the tea gardens are leased-out lands by the state, we don't interfere much with the 

(tea estate) management and just ensure that the Plantation Labour Act (1951) is not 

violated. 

 

The Tea Estate Management, on the other hand, blames the Forest Department for not 

providing adequate compensation to 'their' people (as compared to people on revenue lands), 

especially since a majority of the tea estates have declared themselves a 'sick' or deficit-generating 

industry. Overlapping jurisdictions and governance disenfranchises human rights over elephant 

movement, creating 'inferior' humans and 'superior' elephants.14 Bishal Lama (Male, 45-year-old), 

who is also a Member of the State Legislative Assembly, explained:    

 

Sometimes it feels as if wildlife, especially elephants, is becoming more important than 

humans. When an elephant kills a human in any village, the senior officials of the Forest 

Department don't even show their faces, but when a wildlife species dies in a village, 

the entire forest department makes the villagers' lives a living hell. Is this behavior right? 

 

Survey data revealed a low compensation application rate for crop depredation (16%) but a 

higher rate for house damage incidents (46%). Interviews showed the application rate has reduced 

because the locals are fed up with the tedious application process, followed by delayed and unfair 

disbursals. The locals responded to the question about why they did not apply for compensation with 

different reasons. To give a few examples: 

 

I didn't apply this year (2023) because the previous compensation amount was not 

sufficient. (Bimla Chhetri, Female, 50-year-old) 
 

I haven't applied this year as I've not received any compensation amount from last year 

as yet. (Sobha Oraon, Female, 50-year-old)  
 

Despite an inspection by the Forest Department, we did not receive any compensation. 

(Aloka Kharia, Female, 36-year-old)  

 

Another reason for less applications being filed is religious reverence towards the elephant 

god, where people believe that claiming compensation (which is akin to blaming it) may invite future 

losses (Kshettry et al., 2021). Our surveys also found this. Such a belief in the elephant's supernatural 

agency explains the permeability of humans, elephants, and gods in the Hindu and Buddhist 

cosmologies (Locke, 2016). Widespread reverence promotes coexistence (Roy et al., 2022) while 

aligning with a broader tendency of humans to be more tolerant of nonhuman species they perceive 

as similar in their actions and struggles (Escobar, 2008; Kansky et al., 2016). Yet, as we mentioned 

earlier, we observed signs of reduced tolerance among communities who now distinguish problem 

elephants and suggest their selective removal. 

 
14 An analogy is drawn with the Bengal tigers in the Indian Sundarbans, using Jalais's (2014, p. 194) 
terminology of "inferior" villagers and "superior" tigers. Although tigers and elephants have different 
ecological roles, their conservation journey, i.e., from vermin/sport to a flagship species, is somewhat similar, 
and so is their political status in India. 
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Among all compensation applicants, 31% of the farmers received compensation against crop 

depredation (χ² = 56.4, df = 1, p < 0.0001) and only 17% against house damage by elephants (χ² = 

168.8, df = 1, p < 0.0001). Evidently, recipients were unable to verify the compensation credits, 

leading some to remain in denial about receiving the payment, while other claims were inadequately 

evaluated due to incomplete applications and bureaucratic/funding constraints. Together, these 

instances highlight the issues of environmental justice. 

Our field engagement also revealed that elephants hold a strange, ambivalent position. On the 

one hand, the state protection of elephants increases the burden of HEC on the locals. On the other 

hand, the symbolic representation of elephants as a flagship species boosts environmental activism 

against development projects. Elephants are also revered as Ganesha and Mahakaal among Hindu 

communities in India (Roy et al., 2022). While many residents expressed intimacy and pride in living 

with elephants, some respondents also highlighted the complexity of the human-elephant connection 

in the context of their encounters (see also Aiyadurai, 2016). For example, Laxman Chettri (Male, 

53-year-old) said that: 

 

We love elephants just like we love our families. We are their saathi [partners] only. 

We also get worried when elephants don't return to our fields for months, just like we 

worry about our ladka [son] who migrates for work and doesn't return for months. We 

love, as well as hate, elephants. 

 

Such an intricate relationship explains why, despite experiencing one of the highest rates of 

HEC globally (Kshettry et al., 2020; Naha et al., 2020), the elephant deaths in North Bengal and 

across India (Barua et al., 2010) remain comparable to those in the small island of Sri Lanka 

(Fernando & Pastorini, 2011). Unfortunately, with the increasing burden on locals, such tolerance 

towards the Forest Department's elephant is trending downtrend. We re-emphasize that the resultant 

weaker retaliation from the locals directly contributes to the 'learned' bolder behavior among 

elephants who do not fear humans and human spaces. 

 

6. Fear ecology and intersubjectivity 

This section discusses how fear translates into (in)actions and shapes the intersubjectivity 

between humans and elephants. We refer to 'fear ecology' (Gaynor et al., 2021) primarily to 

understand how the two sentient species learn from each other and how cultural learning among 

elephants makes them less fearful of humans and bolder. On the other hand, local people are more 

fearful of elephants and restricted in their actions and practices. The increasing cases of human 

slaughter by elephants, as well as interviews with local community members, support these 

observations. In other instances, locals used political metaphors, labeling elephants as "government 

dacoits" (Barua, 2024, p. 14). In this view, the helpless villagers saw damage to housing as a 

governmental eviction drive—extending the state's agency through nonhuman beings. These 

ideological shifts reflect major changes in human attitudes towards elephants—from exploitation and 

extermination to preservation—affecting their mutual environments15 (Buckingham, 2016). 

 
15 Highlighting these complexities is important to (a) move away from the romanticized version of HEC and 
(b) bring out the local grounded voices of people who live close to elephants and their habitat. It also shifts our 
gaze from a unidirectional, Western-centric model to a culturally rooted relationship with animals, which is 
not about 'peaceful' coexistence. 
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Highlighting the need to understand changed elephant behavior and adapt accordingly to reduce 

conflicts, Shankar Nath Sharma (72-year-old) stated that: 

 

Earlier, elephants used to run away when someone showed a torchlight. One person 

could drive away thirty elephants, but now, even thirty men can't drive away one 

elephant. Elephant behavior has changed over the last 20-30 years. Now, it also happens 

that 'some' elephants wait for humans to come closer and then attack, like ambush 

predators. Some elephants have become swabhavik [habituated] to kill aadmi [humans]. 

People should be aware of the difference between ghar ka haathi [tamed elephant] and 

jungle ka haathi [forest elephants]. Elephants resort to such harsh behavior, as there is 

nothing else for them to eat inside the forest. Humans enter the forest every day and 

even cut the bamboo and bananas that were grown for the elephants. 

 

Camera trap observations substantiated Shankar's assertion regarding local incursions into 

PAs. The data revealed a 59.46% temporal overlap between humans and elephants inside PAs, 

primarily occurring during daylight hours (Figure 4a). Local residents' observations of elephants' 

persistent bolder behavior continued when Amir Bahadur Biswakarma (43-year-old) shared another 

example of elephant boldness and human failure to intimidate them. He said:  

 

There has even been a change in elephant behavior. Earlier, when I was young, there 

was plenty of food in the forest, and we would cultivate our fields throughout the year. 

Elephants would come, but they'd go away easily, just by a mashaal [indigenous 

flambeau]. Now, even if you fire a missile, they (elephants) will not go away. 

 

In contrast, Shivkumar Rai (Male, 72-year-old) explained the human predicament in the face of 

elephants becoming bolder:  

 

Till 1997-1998, our villages had firearms, not to support any crime but for our own 

safety. One gun was compulsory; some households also had two to three. After 1998, 

on the government's suggestion, we surrendered some 400 weapons. Before 2000, 

whenever there were HECs, around 150 of us used to enter the forest with guns and used 

to drive the elephants away to other forests without harming them. Even after 

surrendering firearms, locals continued to use pipe guns till 2004-2005. Such a gun 

culture overlapped with the communist party rule in the region, which ended in 2011. 

Elephants also realize the presence of guns. Now, there's no question of having arms 

here, so how will we drive elephants to other areas? What will we humans do now? 

 

On similar lines, a Superintendent of Police (Forest Protection) mentioned that: 

  

…our team has an excellent intelligence network to track every poacher, and our 

consultations and actions have led many tribal people to surrender their firearms.  

 

The officer also explained how the landscape became safer for elephant movement outside PA 

boundaries, as there was a strict anti-poaching effort by the Forest Department. There's no doubt that 
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illegal firearms also lead to poaching activities. We do not promote a culture of firearm use among 

locals to combat elephant raids. Rather, we highlight the role of the state in removing illegal firearms 

to combat wildlife crimes and the parallel realization of a safe landscape for elephants. Non-lethal 

ways of combating HEC still operate, and the Forest Department remains vigilant about such 

occasional incidents. That said, the responses of village elders from the Lankapara region remained 

consistent and these stories show an alteration of HEC over the past few decades, with the bold 

behavior of 'some' elephants being frequently evident at the forest fringes. The 'fear landscape' for 

elephants, which once persisted with the help of firearms, has reduced with the success of elephant 

conservation. The behavioral transmission of boldness among the elephants is a form of cultural 

adaptation to support reproductive success (Sukumar, 1991), and we argue that this behavior also 

shows human-elephant intersubjectivity.  

Local people also reported that even damage to houses or 'looting' from the ration stores by 

elephants was virtually absent 20 years ago. A combination of high spatial overlaps and bold behavior 

among elephants leads to more than 30 human fatalities and 40 human injuries in the districts 

annually (Forest Department). North Bengal hosts nearly 2% of the total elephant population in India 

but accounts for 12% of the human loss (Naha et al. 2019). More than the number of human deaths, 

the manner of ruthless killings by elephants is frightening, as locals often struggle to identify and 

gather all the body parts together for cremation. Clearly, these are not accidental human deaths, but 

'murders' as per the new local vocabulary. The psychosocial fear that emerges through such 

retaliatory events spreads across the entire landscape and disrupts human development in the long 

run (Barua, 2013). Furthermore, limited decision-making power, restricted access to natural 

resources, and marginalization through strict conservation legislation portray the locals to be less-

than-wildlife (Akampurira & Marijnen, 2024; Kothari, 2014; Witter, 2013). Elephants traverse the 

landscape without the threat of any punitive actions against them.  

While earlier scholars reported that most of the elephant herds showed docility due to the 

potential risks to their calves (Sukumar & Gadgil, 1988), our findings found that some herds display 

heightened and extended aggressive behavior in fringe villages. For instance, a respondent (Christian, 

Rabha tribe) from the Chilapata range described how a cow was surrounded by 7-8 elephants and 

was violently attacked until the cow succumbed to the injuries. In a similar event, Laxman Chettri 

(Male, 53) mentioned an instance from Gopal Bahadur Basti, where a cow was killed by a single 

trunk strike from a tusker. Several more similar accounts from the region suggest that retaliatory 

behavior reflects stress among elephants. Contrary to people's observations, researchers found the 

crop-raiding elephants to be less stressed than the non-raiders after comparing fecal glucocorticoid 

metabolites (Pokharel et al., 2018). This suggests that more nutritious forage helps elephants reduce 

human-induced stress, especially in a setting of heightened state protection beyond PAs. 

In August 2023, the lead author accompanied a group of forest guards for night duty to 

understand the challenges and nature of their work. We found four bull elephants (two tuskers and 

two non-tuskers) feasting on a highly nutritious ranjit variety of paddy rice in the outskirts of the 

Nimati range of Buxa Tiger Reserve while a dozen young tribal men were shouting, setting off 

crackers, and using high-beam torchlights to scare the bulls. Upon reaching the spot, one villager 

said to the lead forest guard, 'Ab dikha do Nimati ka circus acche se' [now show us how you take 

control over the elephants like a circus ringmaster and take them away]. Surprisingly, the all-male 

group started to move as soon as our small team reached the spot with a double-barrel gun (field 

notes, 2023). Many such accounts surfaced in various informal conversations, where both villagers 

and forest guards emphasized that the elephants treat them differently upon recognizing a gun. 

Moreover, forming all-male groups is another contemporary behavioral strategy that demonstrates 
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elephant agency for resource optimization in human-modified 'resource-rich' spaces (Srinivasaiah et 

al., 2019). 

Such field experiences align with field anecdotes from Africa, where Evans & Adams (2018, 

p. 636) mentioned that a crop-raiding elephant called Gengis Khan was shot and wounded, and the 

elephant stayed "within its boundary" after that incident. Douglas-Hamilton & Douglas-Hamilton 

(1975, p. 255) report that when a herd of 140 individuals was reduced to less than 30 through hunting, 

"the remaining elephants had become extremely wary and never came out of the thickest bush until 

after dark" and later became exceedingly aggressive to humans in general. They also noted that 

aggressive behavior remained in the offspring even after 4 generations without any potential threat, 

hinting at a defense strategy that developed due to their torturous past. Prof. Raman Sukumar, who 

has observed the same herd in recent times, mentioned that: 

 

The same population at Addo National Park had become extremely peaceful when I first 

visited the park in 2003, given several decades of protection and cessation of hunting, a 

behavioral change transmitted culturally from one generation to the next. (S. Sukumar, 

Pers. Comm., 2025) 

 

Bonner (1980) stressed that "if any information or knowledge is repeated in some consistent way, it 

becomes a behavioral tradition" (p. 168) and is expressed as a cultural adaptation. Keil (2016) 

describes similar instances of elephants learning to choose a more rewarding pathway across 

generations in Assam. However, even such learned behavior is changeable based on altered socio-

political circumstances. 

In the contemporary HEC scenario, Gadgil (2023) notes that  

 

…the Wildlife Protection Act, 1972 has been in operation now for almost half a century, 

wild animals have learnt that they can invade croplands or even human habitations and 

kill livestock and even people with impunity because people will not resist them" (p. 

371).  

 

In a subsequent in-person discussion, he further explained that: "…there is no doubt that elephants 

have agency and that crop raiding is simply a learned behavior that benefits them." (M. Gadgil, Pers. 

Comm., 2025).  

Elephants consuming more nutritious, palatable crops is understood through optimal foraging 

theory, which suggests that they strategize to maximize nutrient intake while minimizing risk and 

time needed. Generally, bull elephants incur more risks than cow elephants to enhance their 

reproductive success (Sukumar, 1991). Bonner (1980, p. 168) defined culture in animals as the 

"transmission of behavioral information," and learning, in this context of bold behavior, is mostly a 

non-genetic cultural adaptation from favorable events. We argue that this 'high-risk, high-gain' 

strategy (Sukumar, 1991) among the bulls has become more prevalent in the current protectionist 

regime, where the elephants can dwell more boldly, unlike in colonial times when they avoided 

certain tribes and localities due to the associated risks in 'fear landscapes' (Nongbri, 2003). 

Animal obedience, rather than insubordination, generally portrays a lack of agency and 

individuality (Baker, 2016), but often results from coercion. We note that ontological status and 

elephant behavior are contingent with the regional socio-political context and therefore remain 

relational (Hobson, 2007; Hinchliffe & Whatmore, 2006). Foucault's notion of governmentality is 
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relevant for understanding how the State's political interventions make elephants a political animal 

and the locals 'obedient' to the State's flagship species (Barua, 2011). Such a journey of the elephant 

is similar to Jalais's (2014) Royal Bengal tigers in the Indian Sundarbans, now considered a flagship 

species, attracting more conservation attention and protection, and resulting in the species' transition 

from meek to ferocious.    

Consequently, residents have experimented with various deterrents, such as trenches, crackers, 

torches, shouting, and electric fences, to instill fear in elephants to minimize HEC-related losses. 

Among these, the electric fence has emerged as a popular deterrent. As evident from the camera 

traps, certain elephants, particularly tuskers, displayed impeccable skills in breaching electric fences, 

which is indicative of their "autonomy and intentionality" (Lainé, 2016, p. 201). The common 

methods of fence breach is lifting the entire apparatus and trampling the posts with forelegs, as found 

among other Asian (Ranjeewa et al., 2024) and African elephants (Mutinda et al., 2014). In contrast, 

female-led families and the non-tusker males often took longer detours or occasionally used fallen 

logs or tree branches to cross, showcasing adaptive capacities that are beyond sentience (as also 

observed by Lainé, 2016). Here, humans, who reinforce the political boundaries of PAs with electric 

fences, and elephants, who outsmart mitigative technologies, assert their agency and resistance 

against one another and emerge as (bio)political actors (Singh et al., 2024; Munster, 2016). 

 

7. Understanding intersubjectivity through the 'animal eye' 

By using an 'animal eye,' i.e., camera trapping (a useful more-than-human research method) 

we observed that elephant activities around electric fences, i.e., at PA boundaries, were concentrated 

between 6 p.m. and 6 a.m., while human activities were concentrated between 6 a.m. and 6 p.m. 

Further analysis showed that, among elephants, 65% of the electric fence breaching activity was 

aggravated between 6 pm and 12 am, corresponding to exits from the PAs (χ² = 9, df = 1, p < 0.01). 

Similarly, 70% of human activities corresponding to entries to PAs were recorded between 6 a.m. 

and 12 p.m. (χ² = 16, df = 1, p < 0.01) (Figure 2). 

Inside PAs, however, humans and elephants exhibited a temporal overlap of over 59% (Figure 

4a below). This significant human density during daylight hours is comprised of Forest Department 

patrolling staff, tourists, researchers, and local villagers. Despite this high degree of overlap, most 

elephants avoid confronting humans. Such temporal separation shows a mutual awareness of the 

interspecies rhythm where both humans and elephants temporally avoid each other while using the 

same space—reflecting interspecies intersubjectivities and negotiations (Barua, 2013; Keil, 2016; 

Lainé, 2016). Based on interviews and general observations, it is evident that most of the elephant-

induced human casualties take place in the early morning and evening. These specific periods 

represent a significant temporal and spatial convergence, largely resulting from the restricted number 

of shared entry and exit pathways used by both humans and elephants. The peaks in the overlap area 

illustrate these periods (see Figure 4a). 
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Figure 2: Temporal segregation between elephants and humans along forest fringes. 

Source: Camera traps. 

 

 

We also found a novel pattern of commensalism16 among more-than-human megaherbivores. 

Pringles (2008) showed positive species interaction and the elephant's role in engineering wild 

landscapes, even outside of PA boundaries. We found that other large mammals, such as gaurs, 

rhinos, and sambars, follow elephants to agricultural fields—challenging the idea of containing 

wilderness within PA boundaries. Below, we provide one set of such observations (Figure 3a-d). 

These other species would otherwise be incapable of breaching the fence on their own and would 

rely on the assistance of larger and more intelligent elephants. Such nonhuman collaborations were 

also observed by many villagers and forest staff. For instance, Montu Kharia (Male, 33-year-old) 

reported that: 

 

The conflict with other animals has reduced after erecting electric fencing, but it doesn't 

have the khomota [capability] to stop the daatal [tuskers]. The bull elephants clear the 

way for the other animals who aren't capable of breaching the fence. 

 

 
16 An interspecies interaction is where one species remains neutral (here, elephants) and the other species (here, 
rhinos, gaurs, and sambars) benefit from the presence of the first species. It is also known as the +/0 interaction. 
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Figure 3: Camera trap images showing (a) an elephant breaching the fence, and the same 

pathways are then used by (b) a rhino, (c) a gaur, and (d) a sambar. 

 

 

Furthermore, the 'animal eye' also highlighted that elephants and other herbivores exhibit a high 

temporal overlap, ranging between 71.9% and 79.7% within PAs (Figure 4b-d). We emphasize that 

such a form of multispecies interaction among sympatric animals, both inside and outside of PAs, 

reflects coordination and facilitation at a finer scale. It also illustrates the scope of coexistence in 

shared landscapes (Bhandari et al., 2022; Bhasin et al., 2023). 

The literature of human-elephant interactions often overlooks this intersubjectivity between 

human and nonhuman species. It is crucial to move beyond the conservation-driven binary of 'human 

space' versus 'animal space.' These colonial/conceptual divisions fail to capture the lived realities of 

wildlife and local communities, for whom no environment is inherently unnatural (Knight, 2013). 

Furthermore, by decolonizing our perspective on these multispecies relations, we can foster a shared 

ethic of responsibility towards local communities and nonhumans (Rose, 2004). Therefore, we call 

for attention to the relative power and agency shown between elephants and local communities, 

which currently displays inequalities and skewed responses. If left unattended, it can be detrimental 

to their future coexistence. 

The elephant interactions with humans and other nonhuman species presented here are critical 

to understanding the complex nature of this fragmented landscape. Moreover, as a part of the Special 

Section, this article expands the scope of political ecology and contributes by highlighting the active 

roles of more-than-human lives in shaping wildlife conservation, not just within PA boundaries but 

outside as well. We achieve this objective by using more-than-human methods and diverse datasets, 
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and by overcoming the anthropocentric limitations and biases that are inherent to mainstream 

conservation research (Toncheva & Fletcher, 2022). 

 

 

Figure 4: Temporal overlap charts between elephants/E and (a) humans/H, (b) rhinos/R, 

(c) gaurs/G, and (d) sambars/S. The grey area indicates the temporal overlaps between 

the two species. D is the temporal overlap coefficient. 

 

 

8. Conclusion 

This article has analyzed the more-than-human political ecology of human-elephant conflicts 

in North Bengal, emphasizing the agency of elephants. By examining the historical trajectory of 

human-elephant interactions—from the utilitarian employment of elephants as subalterns during 

British colonial rule to their contemporary state-sanctioned protection—we have argued that agency 

is not exclusive to humans, but is relational and dynamic. Elephants and humans are interdependent 

beings in a dynamic environment who reciprocally influence mutual behaviors and survival 

strategies. 

Drawing from diverse data types—ethnographic observations and the more-than-human 

method of camera trapping, we demonstrate that elephants are not mere passive recipients of 

conservation efforts but rather, they are 'active' political agents. Their adaptable and progressively 

'bolder' behaviors over time, manifested in crop loss, property damage, and human casualties, 
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indicate learned responses from a violent past and a less resistant present. Such behavior is more 

prevalent in male elephants but has also been observed recently in female-led herds, suggesting an 

extensive behavioral adaptability. 

The implementation of the Wildlife Protection Act (1972) and other pro-conservation 

legislation has afforded elephants significant state protection. The legislation has transferred the cost 

of conservation onto marginalized communities, who are experiencing escalating losses without 

adequate compensation or recourse. To combat such losses, the four wildlife divisions we studied 

have disbursed a sum of INR 16,38,14,680 (US$ 1,997,740), between 2013-2014 to 2022-2023, as 

ex-gratia payments against human fatalities (N=307), injuries (N=393), incidences of property 

damage (N=9,728), and crop depredation by elephants (over 4,737 hectares). However, many people 

remain ineligible to apply for this compensation for various reasons. Many don't seek compensation 

due to religious reasons or lack of awareness, while others remain ineligible even to apply for 

compensation because they do not conform to predefined criteria. 

As the discourse of conservation usually highlights inequities suffered by human groups, this 

article has offered a multispecies perspective to show how state policies favor animal lives over the 

well-being and rights of local forest-dependent communities. The resulting less-than-human 

geographies dehumanize locals by creating asymmetrical power dynamics between the 'superior' 

elephants and the 'inferior' villagers. Nevertheless, these communities also convey veneration, love, 

and pride in cohabiting with elephants. This intricate emotional landscape—encompassing both care 

and coercion—reflects what Govindrajan (2018) describes as "relatedness." Elephants not only shape 

human actions but also subvert them, thereby influencing local cultural practices, local politics, and 

most importantly, land-use decisions. Resembling Jalais's (2014) 'cosmopolitan tigers,' these 

'political' elephants hold a high position in the socio-ecological hierarchy, occasionally even higher 

than the humans who live with them. 

Consequently, we argue, conservation must rise above the binary of 'human space' versus 

'animal space' and acknowledge the mutual ecology between elephants and local communities. By 

recognizing the agency and cognitive abilities of elephants, we can design more compassionate and 

equitable HEC mitigation strategies. Importantly, multispecies justice demands the inclusion of 

marginalized communities in decision-making processes, especially those with experiential 

knowledge of various animals and forests. Thus, to restore the balance between the two species, the 

concept of selective removal of rogue elephants must be revisited, particularly when the translocation 

of the 'problem animal' proves ineffective. Moreover, the active involvement of other government 

bodies and international organizations should be directed toward rural development, thereby 

reducing the forest dependency of the locals and their resulting overlap with elephants in time and 

space. Therefore, we emphasize reinstating power symmetries among social groups and those of the 

elephant (Margulies & Bersaglio, 2018). 

The past, present, and future of elephants and humans are entangled through a shared history 

of oppression, adaptation, and resistance. Conservation policies that undermine this 

interconnectedness jeopardize the stability of human and nonhuman lives and the possibility of their 

coexistence. Our findings reveal the comparative power and agency of elephants and humans. 

Elephants are also political animals that influence both humans and other nonhuman species, leading 

to redefined types and forms of wild landscapes. We emphasize that coexistence is already threatened 

under the current scenario in the study region, and therefore, the future of coexistence is a pressing 

concern. To respond to this pressing concern, in our view, we will benefit by recognizing the actors 

and factors shaping elephant agency instead of dismissing it. 
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