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A B S T R A C T   

Ecotourism has become an increasingly important market-based practice in nature conservation. Several scholars 
and non-governmental organizations have discussed this as a commodification of nature in the context of 
capitalist expansion, but only a few have examined how value is produced in this process. Focusing on 
ecotourism in Tangkahan, in the Sumatra Island of Indonesia, this paper looks at how value is produced in 
human-elephant encounters. It builds on the concepts of lively commodities and encounter value to show how 
the incorporation of captive elephants in ecotourism generates value from two layers of interactions between 
humans and nonhumans. First, captive elephants are trained by mahouts for the encounters with tourists; then, 
the production of value takes place through tourists’ encounters with the elephants in ecotourism activities 
(elephant bathing, elephant grazing, and trekking alongside the elephants). We argue that the expansion of the 
commodification of nature in some cases requires an understanding of the way this encounter value produces a 
‘captive nature’: lively beings that are enclosed, managed, and employed to sell experiences.   

1. Introduction 

Ecotourism has become an increasingly important market-based 
practice in nature conservation. It is promoted by a wide variety of or
ganizations, showing convergence in policies between international 
financial institutions, including the World Bank and NGOs like Fauna 
and Flora International (FFI) as well as the emergence of public–private 
partnerships for the promotion of conservation and ecotourism (Brock
ington, 2017; Romero-Brito et al., 2016). Ecotourism is celebrated as a 
pathway to sustainable development through which nature is 
commodified, ideally without degrading the environment and while 
supporting local communities (Honey, 2008; Mowforth and Munt, 
2016). The shift from exploiting nature (extraction) to producing nature 
(conservation) has been critically debated in the context of capital’s 

need to reach new spheres of accumulation (Büscher and Arsel, 2012; 
Büscher and Fletcher, 2015). Several scholars have discussed the 
expansion of capital into nature in the context of neoliberalism through 
a variety of commodification processes (Brockington and Duffy, 2010; 
Büscher et al., 2012; McAfee, 1999; Moore, 2015; West and Carrier, 
2004). However, few have further examined how value is created out of 
nature. It is the commodification of nature through ecotourism that we 
delve into in this paper. 

To develop our argument, we discuss the case of Tangkahan, an 
elephant-based ecotourism site situated in the buffer zone of the Gunung 
Leuser National Park (GLNP) in Langkat regency, North Sumatra prov
ince, Indonesia, where captive elephants are deployed in the production 
of multispecies encounter value (Haraway, 2008). This paper brings 
together the notion of encounter value and Karl Marx’s understanding of 
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value. In Capital, Marx (1990, p. 131) argues that commodity production 
is based on the creation of “use-values for others, social use-values”, and 
he considers nature—natural meadows, unplanted forests, and other 
things not mediated through labor—as use-value without having an 
exchange value. In ecotourism, however, experiences with nature are 
exploited, so both use- and exchange value are created under the 
mediation of encounters between species. 

In the continuous search for new domains of accumulation, the 
expansion into and commodification of nature has been identified by 
various authors (Arsel and Büscher, 2012; Brockington and Duffy, 2010; 
Büscher et al., 2012; Fletcher et al., 2014; Sullivan, 2006; Wieckardt 
et al., 2020). Assuming this production of new nature, we will shift the 
focus towards the question of how the use-value of nature obtains ex
change value. The main argument made here is that the intersection 
between conservation and capitalism recreates nature, specifically as a 
captive nature. In our case study, the elephants have become crucial 
coproducers of multispecies encounters. The Tangkahan ecotourism 
model employs here a double layer of encounters between elephant 
handlers (mahouts) and captive elephants and between tourists and el
ephants. Ecotourism, the context in which the latter encounter takes 
place, thus forms the main vehicle for the expansion of capital into na
ture through the subsumption of encounter value in capitalist produc
tion. In this paper, we do not treat captive elephants as the object being 
commodified (Moore, 2011) but focus instead on the relations through 
which the process of commodification occurs. This advances an under
standing of how nature “come[s] to bear capitalist value” (Collard and 
Dempsey, 2017, p. 78). 

The data for this paper have been collected in Tangkahan by the first 
author pursuing a multispecies ethnography (Kirksey and Helmreich, 
2010; Locke, 2017; van Dooren et al., 2016). Three main methods were 
used during a ten-week fieldwork period between November 2018 and 
January 2019. First, there was participant observation, in which the first 
author initially acted as a bystander making observations and gradually 
became an active participant in a variety of elephant-based activities. He 
rode captive elephants, prepared fodder, and carried out other minor 
mahout tasks, observing the behavior of the elephants as well as the 
interactions of the elephants with humans (mahouts, villagers, and 
tourists). 

Second, seventeen semi-structured interviews were carried out with 
a total of twelve individuals: six mahouts looking after the elephants, two 
community leaders organizing tourism packages and working as guides, 
two NGO leaders responsible for the management of the elephants and 
mahouts, and two veterinarians who occasionally came over to check up 
on the elephants’ healthcare. Some of these were interviewed more than 
once. In this paper, we use pseudonyms when we mention both the 
human and elephant participants. Third, three focus group discussions 
(FGD) were conducted in the forests with mahouts and a veterinarian. 
The first FGD was attended by four mahouts, the second by three ma
houts, and the third by two mahouts and one veterinarian. All data 
collection processes were conducted in Bahasa and the selected inter
view data translated into English (by the first author). 

In the following sections, we first provide the background of the 
elephant-based ecotourism in Tangkahan. Then, we describe the emer
gence of ‘conflict elephants’ in Indonesia and how they became ‘captive 
nature’ by providing a brief description of the Tangkahan elephant- 
based ecotourism. We explain that the elephants are not necessarily 
conflict species but become perceived as such in the context of habitat 
destruction interactions. Next, we delve into the institutionalization of 
elephant domestication in Sumatra by looking at the establishment of 
elephant training/conservation centers. After that, we elaborate our 
theoretical approaches on how multispecies encounters are sold, and we 
dissect the process of coproducing multispecies encounters in the case of 
elephant-based ecotourism. For this, we focus on the aspects of physical 
and non-physical bodily interactions as performed through ecotourism 
activities, the purpose of the incorporation of captive elephants in 
ecotourism, and how the elephants are maintained in captivity. In the 

last section, we present our main conclusion on the expansion of the 
commodification of nature and the way that encounter value produces 
‘captive nature’ through lively beings to sell experiences. 

2. Elephant-based ecotourism in Tangkahan 

This research is primarily designed to understand the process of the 
commodification of encounters with captive elephants in Tangkahan 
(see Fig. 1). Brought there from the neighboring province of Aceh, the 
Sumatran elephants (Elephas maximus ssp. Sumatranus) have become an 
inseparable part of Tangkahan ecotourism. 

What is now the settlement of Tangkahan used to serve as a transit 
point for logs taken from the forests by the villagers. Most of the men 
living there used to work as illegal loggers and allegedly caused forest 
destruction; today, they earn a living through ecotourism, working in 
guest houses and on food stalls, selling souvenirs, and acting as tour 
guides. Young people are involved in a company established especially 
to organize ecotourism activities, the Community Tour Operator (CTO) 
(Wiratno, 2013). Tangkahan was established in the early 2000s and has 
been managed by the CTO ever since. Elephant-based activi
ties—consisting of elephant bathing, elephant grazing, and trekking 
(where the people walk alongside the elephants)—have become the 
main attractions offered by the CTO, which thus offers a view of the 
Leuser tropical rainforests (Minarchek, 2020; Orangutan Information 
Centre, 2009) and the main river that separates the village and the 
forests. In the low tourism season (September–June), elephant bathing 
in the river is performed twice daily (in the morning and afternoon), but 
in the high season (July–August), it can be done up to four times a day. 

The captive elephants in Tangkahan are managed by the Conserva
tion Response Unit (CRU), based on an agreement with the GLNP Office. 
Although the CRU Tangkahan is currently an independent NGO, it used 
to be a side project of Fauna and Flora International (FFI), an interna
tional conservation NGO very active in Indonesia (and globally). The 
CRU concept (see below) is now being implemented in several locations 
across Sumatra, mostly in Aceh province, but it has also been adopted in 
India (Azmi et al., 2006) and Myanmar (Asian Elephant Support, 2015). 
In its formative years, the CRU Tangkahan was supported by various 
international donors, among which the United States Fish and Wildlife 
Service (USFWS) played a significant role in the introduction of the CRU 
into Tangkahan, which was achieved by 2002. The CRU Tangkahan was 
eventually transformed into an NGO that was quite distinct from the 
other CRUs in Indonesia, which were all organized under the provincial 
conservation agency. In its information flyer prepared for tourists, the 
CRU Tangkahan proclaims itself the longest established CRU in 
Indonesia to have successfully achieved self-sufficiency through 
ecotourism, thereby confirming the success of its strategy. 

The CRU program makes a clear distinction between captive ele
phants and conflict elephants. ‘Conflict elephants’ refers to wild ele
phants that were involved in human-elephant conflicts (Desai and 
Riddle, 2015; Shaffer et al., 2019). With the conversion of their habitat 
into agricultural plots and plantations, elephants have increasingly 
engaged in crop-raiding to feed themselves, and then, with growing 
state-led and human encroachment around elephant habitats, encoun
ters between elephants and humans have taken the form of conflicts, in 
which elephants’ raiding crops or the presence of such a threat is 
addressed by scaring, driving out, and even killing the elephants. 
‘Captive elephants’ are either former conflict elephants that have been 
captured, tamed, and trained or else the offspring of such elephants born 
in captivity. 

Based on the agreement with the GLNP Office, the conservation 
mandate of the CRU Tangkahan revolves around the production and 
management of captive elephants in Tangkahan and other conservation 
activities, such as forest patrols and the mitigation of human-elephant 
conflicts. At the time of fieldwork, there were nine captive elephants 
in Tangkahan: six adults and three calves, of which the adult elephants 
were all former conflict elephants and the calves born in captivity. 
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3. The institutionalization of captive elephants in Sumatra 

The decline, fragmentation, and degradation of elephant habitat in 
Sumatra since the 1970s have given rise to an increasing number of 
human-elephant conflicts (Departemen Kehutanan, 2007; Hedges et al., 
2005; Nyhus et al., 2000; Stoler, 1995), mostly caused by stampeding 
herds of wild elephants that trample people to death, eat and destroy 
crops, or crush houses and other properties. Indonesian authorities have 
tried to reduce the number of human-elephant conflicts by applying 
various potential solutions to this problem, mostly through measures 
targeting the elephants. Since the 1980s, the Directorate General of 
Natural Resources and Ecosystem Conservation of the Ministry of 
Environment and Forestry, the linchpin of elephant conservation in 
Indonesia, has attempted to translocate herds of wild elephants into 
protected areas, building fences as a barrier, or capturing them to be 
trained for human purposes, such as logging, agriculture, and tourism 
(Santiapillai and Ramono, 1993a, 1993b; Sukumar and Santiapillai, 
1993). Villagers have also attempted to drive wild elephants away from 
their lands by using traditional methods (e.g., using chili-based de
terrents, flame torches, firecrackers, or bonfires, or banging on tin cans, 
drums, or other noisemakers), but generally to no avail and often even 
creating increased animosity (Gunaryadi et al., 2017). In short, human- 

elephant conflicts caused by various modes of land enclosure have 
marked the emergence of ‘conflict elephants’, which has provided the 
condition for the transformation of the animals into captivity. 

Captivity can be described as the condition of dispossession in which 
previously free-ranging animals come under the direct control of human 
beings (Collard, 2020; Csuti, 2008; Riddle and Stremme, 2011). In 
practice, it institutionalizes a form of biopower over the elephants, 
which are captured, enclosed, tamed, and also cared for in human- 
created environments, transforming them into ‘humanized animals’ as 
they are produced and learn to submit to human ideals (Braverman, 
2013; Wilson, 2019). In the Sumatran case, the capture of wild elephants 
to transform them into working animals was first proposed in the 1970s 
(Poniran, 1974), and the Indonesian government ultimately initiated an 
elephant capture program in 1987. This led to the establishment in 
Lampung province of an Pusat Latihan Gajah (PLG) or Elephant Training 
Centre (ETC), which gradually proliferated across six different provinces 
in Sumatra (Azmi and Gunaryadi, 2011; Departemen Kehutanan, 2007; 
Lair, 1997; Santiapillai and Jackson, 1990). 

Since the taming of wild elephants requires the help of already 
domesticated elephants, Indonesia imported so-called khoonkie ele
phants from Thailand, which are well-trained domesticated elephants 
used to catch wild elephants (Kahl and Santiapillai, 2004), drive them 

Fig. 1. North Sumatra and Leuser ecosystem (data visualizer: Tombayu Amadeo Hidayat).  
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onto trucks, and assist in the taming and training processes afterward 
(Lair, 1997). In 1987, Thailand agreed to sell two khoonkies (Lair, 1997; 
Reilly and Sukatmoko, 2002; Santiapillai and Ramono, 1992), who came 
with four mahouts. Richard Lair (1997) reported that those mahouts 
introduced training methods that essentially rely on inflicting pain to the 
elephants. With the establishment of another ETC in Aceh province, 
another two khoonkies and two mahouts were imported in 1989. Since 
then, for about one and a half decades (1986–2000), the capture pro
gram has become a routine activity directed by the Indonesian author
ities (Hedges, 2006), while the ETCs have retained their function as 
pooling stations of tamed elephants (Departemen Kehutanan, 2007). 
They became an institutional base for the management of captive ele
phants in Indonesia. 

In the early 2000s, the idea of the CRU began to be implemented as 
an alternative approach, with one branch in Tangkahan. The new or
ganization was developed in response to many critical investigations 
into the ETCs. These investigations showed that the ETCs were “unable 
to demonstrate their role in the global effort to conserve elephants in 
their natural habitat” (Azmi et al., 2006, p. 36) and introduced a new 
idea about what elephant conservation should be, particularly after the 
US Congress passed the Asian Elephant Conservation Act of 1997. It was 
this influential law that enabled the appropriation of funds for the 
establishment of CRUs in Sumatra (Nagendran et al., 2013; Nagendran 
and Riddle, 2008; Stromayer, 2002). 

The Sumatran Elephant Conservation Program (SECP) of the FFI 
Indonesia, a project that the CRU concept was designed to anchor, stated 
its main objective as being “to conserve Sumatran elephants in their 
habitats [which were] understood as largely synonymous with lowland 
forest” (Azmi et al., n.d., p. 1). Similarly, the Asian Elephant Conser
vation Act explicitly categorized the capturing of elephants for domes
tication as part of the threat to wild elephants rather than as an 
acceptable response to human-elephant conflicts. This changed the rules 
of the game in Indonesian elephant domestication, diminishing the 
previously justified power to enforce captivity as a solution to human- 
elephant conflicts. 

Global conservation has thus affected local practices, essentially 
promoting the preservation of natural habitat and its wildlife (Garland, 
2008). The CRU translated this into a strategy combining both in situ and 
ex situ conservation (Azmi et al., n.d.; Nagendran et al., 2013). Captive 
nature is regarded as part of the latter, in which the elephant’s captivity 
involves the human ability to handle an elephant, or mahout-ship skills. 
Since mahouts are encouraged to take part in forest conservation, they 
should be equipped with a set of basic technical skills, such as the ability 
to operate a hand-held navigation receiver, take pictures, and fill in 
datasheets. Nevertheless, the ideal CRU narrative for the role of mahouts 
relies on the undermining view of the menial tasks of looking after 
captive elephants. Besides being perceived as an “unexplored” human 
resource, mahouts are regarded as socially minor workers whose 
“empowerment” through incorporation into field-based conservation is 
also intended to raise “a sense of dignity” about their role (Azmi et al., 
2006, p. 37). Therefore, incorporating mahouts (and captive elephants) 
into a broader agenda of forest conservation means that they would 
obtain positive outcomes (Azmi et al., 2006), specifically in the form of a 
stable income through elephant-based ecotourism. 

Captive elephant forces were first deployed to work in establishing a 
new capital venture (Barua, 2019a; Porcher, 2017) for ecotourism in 
Tangkahan. During the initial planning phase of the settlement in the 
2000s, the elephants were not only to accompany mahouts and villagers 
on forest patrols; for at least two years (2004–2006), the labor of captive 
elephants also played a crucial role in developing potential ecotourism 
spots. For instance, captive elephants were worked to clear sand to 
transform a cave into a tourist attraction, while several elephant trek
king routes that were to be offered required months of explorations 
involving the elephants. Also, elephants have been used to prepare 
tours. There used to be a four-day elephant trekking tour from Tang
kahan to Bukit Lawang (the biggest tourist hub in the area), during 

which the visitors would pass through precarious forestry. Preparing this 
adventurous tour took months, and the mahouts later declared that both 
they and the elephants had worked too hard to run it. 

4. Selling captive nature and multispecies encounter value 

Trained to sell encounters with tourists, the captive elephants of 
Tangkahan are lively commodities in captivity, one could argue, like the 
sentient commodities of animals monetized as products, whose dead 
bodies become produce to be sold. The concept of the lively or sentient 
commodity was developed by Rhoda Wilkie (2010) in the context of 
livestock farming, where farmers and farm workers emphasize that the 
animals being kept to be slaughtered are “aware of their surroundings, of 
sensations in their body, including pain, hunger, heat, or cold and of 
emotions related to these sensations” (Turner, 2006, p. 6). Wilkie (2017) 
argues that sentient commodities have a dual status; they are both ob
jects and sentient beings, sliding in and out of their utility value as 
commodity. Sentient commodities are “a source and embodiment of 
ambiguity: they are ‘lively commodities’ who are bred to die” (Wilkie, 
2017) but whose conception shifts when people working with them 
“recognize that animals are sentient beings, not vacant, unfeeling, and 
unthinking objects” (Coulter, 2016, p. 47). 

While animals in livestock farming are bred to die—they gain com
modity status by being killed (their value as commodity is gained and 
ambiguous status annulled in the slaughter)—the animals in our 
research must remain alive to gain value as a commodity; hence, they are 
a different kind of lively commodity. According to Rosemary-Claire 
Collard and Jessica Dempsey (2013, p. 2648), the commodity value of 
lively commodities “is derived from their status as living beings” 
(emphasis in original). Clearly, life is central to lively commodities 
(Collard and Dempsey, 2017)—but is the commodity value of a lively 
commodity gained in the being’s living or dying? For Collard and 
Dempsey (2013, p. 2648), the “vital or generative” qualities of living 
beings, particularly nonhumans, are the required “qualities that can 
produce capitalist value as long as they remain alive” (emphasis in 
original). In this case—as in ours—no value is produced when the 
commodity somehow ceases to live, whatever the cause of death (killing, 
disease, old age, etc.). Commodities derived from living beings that are 
no longer alive, such as meat, are not lively commodities; it is the status 
as ‘alive’ that is crucial, together with reproductive capacity. In this 
paper, a core characteristic to be considered is exactly this liveliness, or 
the “active demonstrations of being full of life” (Collard, 2014, p. 153). 

It is not simply the status of being alive that produces value. Here, it 
is the human encounter with the living animal that is the commodity. 
Donna Haraway (2008), drawing on Marx’s (1990) labor theory of 
value, advanced the concept of ‘encounter value’ to denominate such a 
capacity. More precisely, this is an inter-species encounter value because 
the encounter occurs among “subjects of different biological species” 
forming relationships (Haraway, 2008, p. 46). Commodification takes 
place in the encounter. As Maan Barua (2016a, p. 728) explains, the 
encounter value should be seen as the “process of value generation where 
[the] bodies, ethologies and liveliness of an animal makes a difference to, 
and is constitutive of, those very relations that render or mobilize it as a 
commodity” (emphasis in original). The notion of encounter value helps 
us to understand how captive nature—specifically here, captive ele
phants—itself becomes capital—takes on a capitalist value in 
ecotourism. Furthermore, the “lively perspective” (Barua, 2016a) helps 
us to understand the crucial role of nonhumans in the commodification 
of nature. In this paper, encounterability is the mode of production, the 
value exploited through the moments of physical and non-physical 
bodily interactions between captive elephants, mahouts, and tourists. 

In contemporary affective economies, in which humans’ sensations 
and emotions toward wild animals, such as elephants, are exploited 
(Ahmed, 2004; Barua, 2019b; Peeren, 2019), encounterability is a 
crucial value signifying the relationships among different species, in this 
case between humans and elephants. At least two different roles that 
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animals (are made to) play as lively commodities in this sphere of 
economies can be identified. First, the animals are encounterable species 
commodified as things. In the case of the global trade of exotic animals, 
such as birds, monkeys, and snakes (Collard, 2020), encounter value is 
fully embodied in the animals, which are directly sold as the commod
ities. Second, the animals are not necessarily objects that are sold, since 
they may be encounterable species that are commodified as a crucial 
element of an experience, as others have previously mentioned in dis
cussions on the commodification of nature in ecotourism (Castree, 2003; 
Cousins et al., 2009; Reis, 2012). In this case, what is sold as a com
modity is not the animal as such, but an experience of it, the experience 
of having an encounter with the encounterable animals. Thus, the ani
mals are made to produce multispecies encounters through which 
experience is generated. 

With this understanding in mind, we have accordingly extended the 
way ‘lively commodities’ is applied in the context of affective economies 
such as ecotourism, from selling encounterable animals to (also) selling 
encounters with animals. Encounter value, that is, can be subsumed under 
the process of capitalist production either as animals or through animals. 
The animals that are the subject of conservation, including iconic spe
cies, such as elephants, fall into the second category when they have 
been incorporated in ecotourism or other types of nature-based tourism, 
as is the case in Tangkahan. 

5. Coproducing multispecies encounters 

Captive elephants are deployed in Tangkahan through ecotourism as 
an important part of the forest conservation agenda. After being 
dispossessed of their habitats through removal (as part of the broader 
processes of forest extraction), the life of captive elephants initially has 
no monetary value; at this point, they have been treated merely as 
conflict elephants. Even when captured, tamed, and trained in camps, 
their potential as the bearer of financial value remains idle until they are 
taken out to join the circuit of capital as working animals. Therefore, the 
incorporation of captive elephants into the CRU project is a crucial 
moment in their transformation into commodities as valuable lively 
beings in wildlife conservation for ecotourism. 

The attribution of monetary value (McAfee, 1999) culminates once 
the captive elephants are involved in the ecotourism activities. This 
process marks the appearance of value gained from captive elephants as 
they become financially productive animals. In short, the incorporation 
of captive elephants in ecotourism signifies their transformation into 
lively commodities (Barua, 2017, 2016a; Collard and Dempsey, 2013) 
that embody encounter value (Haraway, 2008). 

5.1. Selling physical and non-physical bodily encounters 

To understand how encounter value operates, Barua (2016a) sug
gests a new, lively perspective of the political economy in which com
modities are seen as “eventful” living beings: this eventfulness of 
commodities is one of the characteristics that distinguish the commod
ification of lively beings from Marx’s interpretation, which takes com
modities as “uneventful” things. Moreover, as Barua (2016a, p. 729) 
observes, this lively eventfulness involves humans and animals engaged 
in laboring activities, or “at their tasks”. The tasks are “performed 
through a range of carnal and ethological registers” and “enacted in the 
presence of others whose own performances necessarily have bearings on 
the skilled agent’s activity, human or animal”, and while conducting the 
tasks, humans and animals act in “temporalities [that] are rhythmic, 
intrinsic to and emerging from movement itself” (Barua, 2016a, p. 729, 
emphasis in original). Again, it is not the lively being as such that 
comprises the commodity; rather, the animal’s being alive in a captive or 
tamed form is an important condition for the human encounter with the 
performing lively being that signifies the commodification. 

Ndoro, one of the first deployed mahouts in Tangkahan, explained 
how the elephants had been trained to perform a set of simple tasks for 

the encounters. An important job for the mahouts is to bathe the ele
phants by commanding them to enter the river and let them bathe there. 
In Tangkahan, the elephants are brushed in the water, and to enable 
tourists to participate, the elephants have been trained to lie down at the 
riverbed so that the visitors can brush the elephants’ bodies comfort
ably. The elephants are also trained to deliver a performance that affords 
the encounter increased value by, among other things, spraying water 
with their trunk over their own back (which removes the sand and mud) 
and thus washing in the river. To provide a good photographic moment, 
the elephants face the tourists when they do this, and at the end of the 
bathing session, tourists take pictures of the elephants and mahouts, who 
sit on top of each elephant. For this, the elephants have also been trained 
to show the trunk affront, facing the tourists in the most photogenic 
pose. In short, the physical and non-physical bodily interactions are 
deliberately prepared to provide encounters between tourists and 
captive elephants. The design of the encounter precedes the actual 
performance; the encounter is a scripted performance. 

Siwah, a leader of the local tour guides, emphasized that elephant 
packages are offered for their authenticity and bodily interactions be
tween tourists and elephants: 

We provide an intimate interaction with the elephants, how the el
ephants interact with humans in the water. It is enticing for tourists, 
as if they are watching the National Geographic Channel, but this is 
the authentic one. Forests, elephants, and quietness. People do not 
[generally] have experiences with the elephants that are interesting 
to share because perhaps they have never had any intimate en
counters with the elephants. But, by joining elephant activities over 
here, they get the experience and can share it: “I know what an el
ephant’s hair looks like! I know that their skin is grainy!” (Interview, 
December 11, 2018) 

In terms of the setting of the encounter, the elephant riverbank 
washing performance is staged next to the rainforest, which thus provide 
an image of wilderness for a greater sense of and non-bodily encounter 
with the elephants. In fact, from the gathering point where tourists wait 
for the elephants to come out of the trees, the density of the rainforest 
ensures an awe-inspiring setting: thousands of high, towering trees are 
filled with the sounds of monkeys, birds, and a large variety of other 
animals. Tourists can easily catch sight of these creatures running, 
jumping, and flying around. Then, when the elephants come out from 
the forests on the far side of the river, they enter and cross over. This is 
when the tourists normally start to take pictures and make videos of the 
elephants walking across the riverbed with the forests in the 
background. 

This non-bodily element is typical for tourism, where the visual 
dimension plays a crucial role in the creation of an appealing spectacle 
for the “tourist gaze” (Urry, 2002). It is crucial that the performance is 
visible; the actual content of the act and how it has come about, its 
production process, are secondary (Barua, 2017; Debord, 2021; Igoe, 
2017). It is this carefully orchestrated, ‘authentic’ spectacle that pro
vides the encounter and thus the creation of value. 

5.2. The narrative of non-exploitative conservation activities 

In terms of product creation, the lively production process is 
“intransitive” rather than “purposive”, as Barua (2016b, p. 269) ex
plains, referring to the absence of a “fixed design stamped upon nature 
to shape it up into final form”. There will be no new, concrete products 
that are being manufactured; there is only the repetition and evolution 
of eventful moments of spectacular encounter between captive ele
phants and tourists mediated by mahouts. The trans-species encounter is 
an intransitive productive activity, concerned with “setting up condi
tions for lively commodities to grow” (Barua, 2016b, p. 269). 

This process should be distinguished from the type of commodity 
production described by Marx (1990) in his labor theory of value, which 

L. Ni’am et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   



Geoforum 127 (2021) 162–170

167

concerns human labor and its importance in the generation of value in 
the process of commodity production. Here, labor is humanly provided 
but also with that of other species. This points to what Alyssa Battistoni 
(2017) terms “hybrid labor”, where both human and nonhuman labor 
are involved in commodity production. In short, making sense of trans- 
species encounters (van Dooren et al., 2016) requires a reinterpretation 
of capitalist productive activity to include the processes of growth in 
which nonhuman beings are among the constitutive agents and further, 
in the case of elephant-based ecotourism, central to and co-constitutive 
of the wider context of wildlife conservation. 

The growth of captive elephants as a strategy can be introduced to 
tourists as basic knowledge to inform and internalize their encounters 
with captive elephants. This is done in an introductory talk in which the 
history of captive elephants in Tangkahan is recounted by a guide prior 
to elephant bathing, the first elephant-based activity and the most 
common package enjoyed by tourists in Tangkahan. This talk is 
considered crucial to clarify that elephant-based ecotourism as per
formed in Tangkahan is not about the erasure of the animals from their 
natural habitat but about looking after the elephants that were previ
ously involved in conflicts. In the ecotourism narrative, the care for 
conflict elephants is clearly articulated to distinguish it from the previ
ous program, in which capturing and taming wild elephants was por
trayed as brutal. Siwah explained it thus: 

The guide has to explain why the elephants ended up in Tangkahan 
so that tourists do not get us wrong. Since we need to develop 
ecotourism, they assume that we take the elephants out of the forests. 
In fact, it is not so. The elephants were conflict elephants. If the guide 
does not tell that fact, how do they know the truth? (Interview, 
December 11, 2018) 

After the local guides’ introductory talk, the tourists are brought to 
the elephants and mahouts take over the role of the tour guide. The aim 
here is to provide tourists with the sense of contributing to elephant care 
and conservation efforts, which is why they are switched from the guides 
to mahouts when participating in activities involving the captive ele
phants. The term ‘mahout’ is associated with and has deliberately been 
reoriented towards the role of an elephant caregiver as opposed to 
elephant service seller (Azmi et al., 2006; Nazaruddin and Riddle, 2014; 
Phangkum et al., 2005). Moreover, even in any elephant packages sold 
in Tangkahan, there are no performances of sophisticated skills by the 
elephants such as those conducted by circus elephants (Bone and Bone, 
2015), as has also been practiced in Indonesia since the 1980s until the 
ban of such shows in the early 2000s. Even trekking in the forests 
alongside the elephants is designed to show a short version of elephant 
grazing, which is another regular daily routine for captive elephants. 
And when tourists arrive at the elephant center, they have to fill in a 
guest book and they are being told that their visit is valuable for the 
effort to save the lives of Sumatran elephants. Directly and indirectly, 
the ecotourism performance aims to incorporate tourists into a narrative 
of non-exploitative conservation activities, with ecotourism articulated 
as saving and caring for former conflict elephants. More specifically, it 
emphasizes contemporary wildlife conservation based on the idea of 
animals’ ‘growth’, which is important to understand the process of lively 
commodification of encounters with captive elephants. 

5.3. Maintaining captivity under the rolling system of handling elephants 

Importantly, the encounter value based on the human and 
nonhuman interaction does not stand apart from the interaction be
tween the elephants and mahouts. In order to accommodate the existing 
activities of elephant-based ecotourism, a ‘rolling system’ of handling 
elephants has been applied. In this system, the mahouts may handle 
different elephants each day. Although each mahout is in charge of one 
particular elephant (to build trans-species bonding), all the mahouts have 
to be able to handle all of the elephants. Thus, when one or more 

mahouts are off duty, others are still available so that all the elephants 
are covered. 

This system differs substantially from other systems of elephant 
handling, in which a mahout builds a lifelong relationship with an ele
phant—as found, for instance, in India (Hart and Sundar, 2000) and 
Myanmar (Lainé, 2019). The application of this rolling system, however, 
is not without risks. At times, the mahouts complain that their elephants 
are becoming naughty, a problem that leads to difficulties in controlling 
them and increased violence (Münster, 2016). This was especially the 
case with the adult bull named Songo. The task of handling Songo is 
considered the most difficult by some mahouts; ideally, it was done by 
one who was more experienced. When the task was assigned, it required 
extra awareness and circumspection to not put the mahout in danger. 

The mahouts of Tangkahan also recognize the moments when captive 
elephants rebel. They call a ‘rebellious’ elephant a ‘gajah rusak’, which 
means a ‘broken elephant’, referring to the animal’s resistance by 
refusing to work (Wadiwel, 2018). The rebel behavior of captive ele
phants can be harmful and may result in mahouts’ deaths (Agence 
France-Presse, 2015; The Hindu, 2018). Fortunately, no human beings 
have been killed by the elephants in Tangkahan so far. Mahout Ndoro 
shared the experience he had when Wolu, an adult cow he used to 
handle, was ‘broken’ and what he did to resolve the situation: 

Before the enclosure was built, we tethered the elephant [Wolu] to 
an oil palm tree. I had been negligent in my duties. I did not bring 
Wolu for bathing routinely. Since she had not been touched [by 
people] for quite some time, her ticklishness was coming back. She 
tried to throw me off her back. She screamed when I touched her. To 
address this issue, we had to stop her from being so ticklish. We tied 
her to the tree, and then we tickled her. We did it by touching the 
groin part of her forelegs and the bottom part of her belly. (Interview, 
December 20, 2018) 

Indeed, after engaging with ecotourism as a new routine, at least 
since 2006 when Tangkahan was officially launched as an ecotourism 
site, the elephants have been considered unsuited to support human- 
elephant conflict operations. Songo, the only adult bull in Tangkahan, 
had been involved in one such operation, but he turned out to be afraid 
to approach a sedated wild female elephant. More generally, Songo re
sponds strongly to wild elephants’ dung in the forests, leading him to 
look for alternative paths or to turn back. Captured in 2000, Songo had 
been tamed, but he was not trained for a confrontation with wild 
elephants. 

The mahouts explained that elephant training is designed according 
to the physical and mental (intelligence) capacities of each individual 
elephant, whether for performances in ecotourism, human-elephant 
conflict mitigation, or other purposes, but an adult bull is usually pre
pared for human-elephant conflict mitigation missions. Songo, appar
ently, was not. In fact, none of the captive elephants in Tangkahan are 
regarded as suited to confronting wild elephants. In the words of mahout 
Ndoro: “They have become gajah wisata (tourism elephants).” Indeed, to 
ensure the continuation of commodification in ecotourism through the 
employment of lively beings, it is important to keep them “individual, 
[but] controllable, and encounterable” (Collard, 2020, p. 77). 

6. Conclusion 

This paper has presented the commodification of encounters with 
captive elephants as lively commodities in Tangkahan ecotourism 
practice. We have shown the institutionalization of elephant domesti
cation in Sumatra and thus the subsumption of lively elephants in 
ecotourism under CRU management. The CRU employs global conser
vation strategies based on market-based mechanisms to incorporate 
both the captive elephants and their mahouts. Although the CRU sells 
ecotourism in the context of a broader conservation agenda to preserve 
natural habitats, elephant-based ecotourism has paved the way for the 
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emergence of a captive nature based on multispecies encounters. These 
encounters are performed through moments of physical and non- 
physical bodily interactions involving the elephants and their mahouts 
as well as the tourists. In other words, the incorporation of the captive 
elephants in ecotourism constitutes an important transformation for 
them to become more productive lively beings by attributing a monetary 
value to their liveliness. The elephants have become lively commodities 
through their encounters with the mahouts and tourists. 

Our main conclusion is that the expansion of the commodification of 
nature requires an understanding of the way encounter value subsumed 
within the production of ‘captive nature’: enclosed, managed, and 
employed as an experience. We have shown how this works and how this 
exemplifies the expansion of market-based approaches in conservation. 
The implementation of the elephant capture program led to the estab
lishment of elephant training centers as an institutional foundation for 
captive elephant management in Indonesia. Captive elephants are 
trained to perform very specific and photogenic encounters with 
humans, including elephant bathing, elephant grazing, and trekking 
alongside the elephants. Selling such encounters with the elephants is 
designed as spectacular and a contribution to elephant conservation. In 
tourism, ethical discourses about saving nature are today part and parcel 
of the overall experiences, including with specific species (Igoe, 2017; 
Koot, 2021). Yet, selling encounters with captive elephants helps to keep 
them in captivity, under the direct control and care by humans in a 
human-made enclosure. Ecotourism thus constitutes a transformative 
activity through which lively commodities generate value and in which 
this type of value production also produces captive nature. Furthermore, 
ecotourism creates the need for these lively commodities to enable the 
multispecies encounters—involving captive elephants, mahouts, and 
tourists—possible in the first place, which could contradict the purpose 
of elephant conservation in the long run, that is generally understood as 
not employing captive elephants for tourism performances. 

In Capital (1990), Marx’s analysis starts with the concept of the 
commodity, through which he explains the nature of capitalism. As an 
extension of this approach, we have examined the nature of value pro
duction in the context of ecotourism. The value of nature, in our case of 
captive elephants, is created during moments of physical and non- 
physical bodily interactions with the mahouts and tourists. The perfor
mance of the elephants and the scenery against which this takes place 
comprise the spectacle that is being sold, with the elephants and mahouts 
as the co-providers of labor, first in the years beforehand and then at the 
moment of encounter. Thus, essentially there are two layers of human- 
elephant encounters, one between the mahouts and the elephants 
based on many years of preparatory labor and during the tourism per
formances. Second, the human-elephant encounters that generate the 
final value, namely between tourists and the elephants (which also 
involve the mahouts). The latter encounter is the commodified product, 
in which the intransitive character of production produces an experience 
of nature. This is key to an understanding of how value is produced. In 
this context, nature itself has been fundamentally transformed—not 
nature as in ‘other than social’, which can be discovered, conquered, or 
extracted, but the nature that is a medium in which tourism is performed 
through an encounter that generates value. 
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