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 This discussion paper explores how a conceptual framework drawing on Gramscian 

political ecology and perspectives on animal labour might contribute to understanding how 

human-animal relationships take shape within the current circumstances of global ecological 

crisis and mass extinction. This paper is drawn from my ongoing PhD research focused on 

human and animal labour in Thailand’s wildlife tourism industry. My dissertation research in-

progress examines the cultural, historical, and economic dimensions of labour relationships 

between people and elephants. I am interested in the ways that peoples’ moral and ethical 

commitments to animals are evolving through periods of political and environmental transition.  

My empirical focus are the circumstances of human and elephant workers, and their 

transition from the logging industry to their current occupations in the tourism industry. The first 

section of this paper will engage with Gramscian readings of political ecology. This section will 

focus on Gramsci’s unique contribution which is his attention to the ethical and political 

dimensions of capitalist ideologies, and how this idea is relevant to understanding ecological 

change. The second section will give a broad overview of forest transformation in Thailand to 

demonstrate how the lives of human and elephant workers have been shaped by political 

struggles over ‘nature’. The final section will examine how theories of ‘lively capital’ understand 

commodification beyond a focus on ‘objects’ to understand how socially produced natures or 

‘liveliness’ take on exchange value in the market. Overall, this paper aims to show how the lives 

of animals are determined by political and ethical struggles that co-evolve with shifting 

environmental conditions. This paper aims to explore the possibility of a conceptual framework 

that accounts for the dynamic qualities of forests, animals, and human societies, that are always 

changing and creating new systems of meaning.  
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Gramscian Political Ecology  

The broad field of political ecology examines conditions of change in social and 

environmental systems, and how these are shaped through relations of power. Peluso and 

Vandergeest (2020, pp. 1095) define the focus of political ecology as attention to materiality of 

nature as the emergent biophysical and geophysical properties of ‘objects’, and how these 

phenomenon come into being through “socio-natural processes [that are] a combination of 

human and non-human agency activities”. Political-ecological readings of Gramsci’s theory of 

hegemony provides a conceptual framework to analyze the social production of ‘nature’, and 

how relationships with nature are reproduced in the realm of everyday life. The main dimensions 

of Gramsci’s thought that are important to political ecologists are his re-working of Marx’s 

historical materialist methodology and the concept of hegemony. Historical materialism is 

designed to demystify the working of power and exploitation in capitalist social relations. 

Employing this method involves undertaking critical epistemological work to understand how 

the economic, cultural, and political spheres of social life have been assembled in service of 

capitalist accumulation (Bannerji 2019). Gramsci’s intervention focuses on the ethical and 

political dimensions of power (Mann 2009). Gramsci argues that historical materialism should 

pay careful attention to the moral field of claims regarding the relationship between history, 

geography, and ideas about an ethical existence with nature (Mann 2009, pp. 336).  

 Political ecologists engage the question of history to ask: what makes nature happen as 

sets of phenomenon with material and ideological dimensions (Mann 2009, pp. 337). The 

concept of hegemony analyzes the formative relationships between culture, economy, and 

politics that characterize social life, and how these relations come into being through state 

structures and civil society. Concerned with the production of nature, hegemony focuses on the 

mutual production and coevolution of people and their environments. Through this lens, the 

social production of nature involves norms, morality, and commonsense ideas, that give nature 

its ‘real’ character (Ekers et al. 2009, Mann 2009). The realization of hegemony involves the 

formation of hegemonic blocs which I broadly define as processes of alignment between 

ideological elements and material products of power. The ‘truth’ about nature takes on a ‘real’ 

quality through peoples’ lived experiences. The politics of everyday life and experiences with 
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nature can also be the grounds for resistance through times of crisis or disillusionment with the 

status quo.  

 Importantly, hegemony should not be understood as a singular or totalizing project. 

Hegemonic blocs can form through conflicts between capitalist interests and the needs of broader 

society (Gramsci 1971, pp. 337). Understanding ‘nature’ through the lens of hegemony brings 

fluidity and movement to our understanding of nature by recognizing the biophysical and ethical-

political dimensions of nature as co-constituted. This view accounts for biophysical processes 

that are not produced by human labour, however, it recognizes that considerations for how nature 

will be cared for, and how human communities understand and forge their existence with nature, 

are determined by moral and emotional commitments that have profound impacts. In the current 

circumstances of global-level social and environmental crises, these questions about how 

societies form collective understandings of environmental degradation take on great urgency. 

Ekers, Loftus, and Mann (2009) argue that political projects must grapple with ‘nature’ as the 

center of the political imagination. Gramscian political ecologists stress that there is a lived and 

experienced sense of what is moral and ethical, and that these ideas are informed by 

understandings of the historical origins of their current circumstances and their visions for the 

future.  

Forest and Livelihood Transformation in Thailand  

Thailand’s forest environments have been transformed throughout history as a result of 

competing moral and ethical positions on ‘nature’ and environmental stewardship. The rapid 

expansion of Thailand’s tourism industry coincided with a movement by state governments 

across Southeast Asia in the 1970s to increase their presence and control over forest and coastal 

zones that had previously been peripheral to centralized rule (Vandergeest 2003). This increased 

presence was stimulated by the perceived security threat posed by unmonitored forests, as well 

as the rising value of natural resources in the global-political economy. Increased state presence 

was led state forest departments in charge of defining and enforcing the boundaries of acceptable 

land-use practices (Vandergeest 2003). In Thailand, this involved the construction of socio-

spatial differences to create resource and labour policies geared towards rapid economic growth 

(Glassman 2004). Under the strong American influence in the Post-WWII period, the Thai 

government shifted its economic emphasis to industrial activities including labour-intensive 
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manufacturing, agribusiness, and logging ventures connected to global commodity chains 

(Delang 2005). This industrial boom led to a dramatic increase in deforestation: in 1947, 63% of 

Thailand was forested and by 1982 (seven years before the country would pass legislation to ban 

logging), only 25% of forested land remained intact (Delang 2005, pp. 230). Forested land was 

also a politically contested space during the fight against communism. From 1973 to 1978 when 

the campaign against communist insurgents was at its peak, the forest in Northern Thailand was 

being cut down at a rate of 345,600 ha per year (Phongpaichit and Baker 2002).  

 These new zones of extraction and forest transformation experiencing new forms of state 

surveillance were often inhabited by people classified as ethnic minorities to the category of 

“Thai”, the latter of which “defines national culture and imagination” (Vandergeest 2003, pp. 

20). Vandergeest (2003, pp. 21) refers to this intersection of the presence of ethnic minorities, 

valuable natural resources, and conflicting land-use policies as “the racialization of resource 

tenure conflicts”. State departments intervening in these spaces view the presence of minority 

groups as “an inconvenience at best, and a threat to the integrity of valuable resources at worst” 

(Vandergeest 2003). The long-standing spatial distinctions between “upland” and “lowland” 

peoples has been mobilized to justify state-led technical management over resources and to 

reproduce stereotypes of ethic peoples as being environmentally destructive (Vandergeest 2003, 

Delang 2005). This spatial politics of difference at the nexus of ethnic difference, conflicting 

land-use paradigms, and resource conflict is connected to the transition for mahouts and 

elephants from an important source of labour in the logging, transportation, and military 

industries to their conditions of precarious employment in the tourism industry.  

 Mahouts and elephants found themselves at the center of these struggles for control over 

land-use and supply chains from the beginning of the nineteenth century during colonial 

expansion, to the present. Beginning in the 1850s and through the 1880s, British teak companies 

had expanded their operations into northern Siam (Delang 2005, pp. 230). During the late 

nineteenth century, the British empire’s dependence on teak wood for its shipbuilding enterprise 

required the skills of mahouts and their elephants to carry out resource extraction (Shell 2019). 

The unique capacities of elephants to navigate difficult terrain combined with their unique 

dexterities and cognitive capacities to perform logging tasks made them an indispensable 

workforce that could not be replaced by mechanized labour (Shell 2019). However, due to the 
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fact that elephants are not domestic animals and cannot be selectively bred to perform tasks, the 

expertise of mahouts was essential to the interests of empire. The management of elephants was 

primarily led by members of Karen communities who ensured the health and reproduction of the 

elephant workforce, and carried knowledge that could not be replaced by colonial officials.1 

Mahouts caring for elephants worked to maintain a balance between work tasks and the natural 

behaviour of elephants through a unique practice of releasing elephants into the forest during the 

evening and night times to allow them time and space to socialize, reproduce, and forage (Shell 

2019). These practices involved with the careful management of the elephant workforce afforded 

mahouts some empowerment and autonomy, as their connections to larger regional trade 

networks allowed them to negotiate some aspects of their pay and working conditions with 

colonial officials (Shell 2019, pp. 11).  

 The autonomy and social status of mahouts was slowly eroded as mass deforestation 

reduced the need for elephant labour that possessed a natural affinity for navigating forested 

landscapes and as a result, mahouts experienced increased livelihood instability. Mahouts and 

elephants were encouraged to take employment in US-led resource extraction projects and to 

participate in surveillance activities against suspected communist activity in forested zones. Mass 

logging continued with relative impunity for ecological concerns. In 1968, the Thai government 

passed a law granting logging companies 30-year concessions to cut the forests on condition that 

they would be replanted. These policies proved difficult to enforce and as a consequence some 

areas were replanted with commercial trees, while many areas were left bare (Delang 2005, pp. 

232). This post-war period marked a shift in resource policy and the state’s relationship with 

upland peoples. From the 1950s to 1980s, the policies in highland areas were linked to industrial 

ventures that made American industrialists the most powerful interest group in Thai forest 

politics (Delang 2005).  

 Attitudes towards logging and forest protection took a drastic turn in 1988 when a 

massive mudslide carried away two villages in Southern Thailand that caused the death of 251 

people (Delang 2005, pp. 233). Environmentalist groups drew attention to decades of unfettered 

logging and inadequate reforestation, and in 1989 the Thai government officially revoked all 

 
1 Karen people are considered an ethnic minority in Thailand. Shell (2019, pp. 8) states that the blanket term 

“Karen” might ebb and flow based on political circumstances and that many ethic Burmese people (Burmans or 

Bama) would have been involved in the catching, “breeding”, and training of elephants.  
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logging licenses, leaving thousands of mahouts and their elephants suddenly unemployed. This 

ban on logging proved to be beneficial to those who had invested in American-led industrial 

projects as it bolstered manufacturing ventures as the future of the Thai economy and businesses 

benefitted from an influx of a mobile and landless labour force (Delang 2005; Glassman 2004, 

pp. 152-154). The closing of the frontier was also a victory for state-led approaches to managing 

land, as the new Bangkok middle class, who had little contact with upland regions, began to 

demand urgent action in preserving the remaining forest (Delang 2005, pp. 234). State 

departments and their supporters have put forth a strict understanding of conservation that views 

forest spaces as areas that should be protected and uninhabited (Vandergeest 2003, Roth 2008). 

Despite the issues of commercial deforestation, the longstanding prejudices against ethnic 

peoples, have continued to influence forest management policies. These racialized discourses 

have also formed in tandem with an increasingly romantic view of remaining forests animated by 

Western ideas of conservation that promote ideas of pure and “untouched” natural areas (Delang 

2005, pp. 234). These ideas promote an ideal of a pristine nature without people, which have 

complicated approaches to addressing many land-use issues, including the spaces occupied by 

mahouts and captive elephants.  

 Delang (2005, pp. 234) argues that calls to act on issues of environmental degradation 

gained significant power in Thailand by appealing to a sense of urgency. Due to the rapid 

deforestation that occurred during decades of underregulated logging, the prospect of the ‘end of 

the forest’ became imaginable to middle and upper-class urban populations. These influential 

groups who were heavily influenced by Western conservation paradigms began to promote a 

conservation model that favored the creation of protected areas with strict borders for land-use. 

In the aftermath of 1988, the political will to protect the remaining forest became particularly 

strong: “when an unexpected disaster suddenly mobilizes a large number of those who already 

felt the threat ‘to do something about it’, while also persuading the skeptics that indeed the forest 

is under threat” (Delang 2005, pp. 234). This sense of urgency acted as a catalyst for government 

organizations to advance their control over racialized populations living in proximity to now-

precious forested areas. Informed by the processes of “internal territorialization” and the 

technical management of space that constitute the foundation of Thailand’s development into a 

modern nation, this surge in political will to save the forest served to revitalize the assertion of 

state power through “the allocation and realization of resource access right” (Vandergeest and 
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Peluso 1995, pp. 387). After the 1989 landslide, the government began to take an increasingly 

militarized approach to watershed conservation. This motion introduced a period of intensified 

conflict over land rights as many villagers have refused to recognize the legitimacy of either the 

Forest Department or other state land agencies (Vandergeest and Peluso 1995, pp. 413). More 

recent efforts to delineate clear boundaries between villages and protected areas has resulted in 

increased inter- and intra-community conflicts. And there was a resurgence of resistance to park 

establishment as a result of “a strong sense that whatever was decided now [instituting firm 

protected areas boundaries] in the landscape would be fixed,” and villagers started to “take as 

much land as possible in a way legible to the Royal Forest Department to secure their future” 

(Roth 2008, 383-385). This revitalization of state power as a response to urgent appeals to save 

the environment has had the dual effect of increasing surveillance against already marginalized 

people and increasing the premium on wildlife tourism experiences.  

These issues of large-scale deforestation, the revitalization of modern science as a moral 

force, the growing contributions of tourist revenue to Thailand’s GDP, and formations of class 

difference converged in the environment of wildlife tourism to produce distressing conditions for 

thousands of animals and people involved in the industry. In response to the growing global 

popularity of wildlife tourism, the Thai government and wealthy tourist outfitters were eager to 

compete in this lucrative market (Cohen 2009, pp. 101-103). Thailand’s image as a country rich 

in “exotic” wildlife was compromised by the fact that mass deforestation had caused the near or 

complete extinction of many native species, limiting opportunities for visitors to observe wildlife 

in its natural setting (Cohen 2009). Despite these urgent environmental problems, the Thai 

government remained committed to advancing wildlife tourism. Under the premiership of 

Thaksin Shinawatra (2001-2006), wildlife tourism was actively prioritized and expanded as part 

of a larger strategy “to present Thailand to the world not only as an ‘exotic’ Oriental country, but 

also a modern cosmopolitan one” (Cohen 2009). This strategy marked a definitive shift in 

relationships with wildlife, introducing an environment where “exotic” animals were now 

displayed in super-modern, “fully contrived” settings. Duffy (2015, pp. 533) describes this 

marketing strategy as “last chance to see” tourism where “arguments about scarcity and precarity 

[are mobilized] as a rationale for creation of new attractions” as both an opportunity to witness 

what is under threat of being lost, or, as is the case with elephant trekking, consume encounters 

with wildlife under the guise of supporting conservation efforts.  
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‘Lively Capital’ and the Commodification of Animal Life 

Reading the history of human and elephant labour through the lens of forest 

transformation demonstrates how understandings of ‘nature’, and moral and ethical 

commitments to nature, are co-produced. As deforestation progressed in Thailand, relationships 

between humans and animals have changed; as well as attitudes about how elephants should be 

cared for. Significantly, when we consider the transition for elephants from workers in the 

logging industry to commodities in the tourism industry, this case gives insight into the ways that 

capitalism transforms lively qualities and characteristics into opportunities for accumulation. 

Barua’s (2019) concept of ‘lively capital’ argues that the realm of the economic should be recast 

in order to understand capitalism as a social relation, rather than an economic one, to understand 

the true character of capitalism. Barua (2019) shows how including animals within the category 

of labour reveals capitalism’s interest in metabolic, ecological, and affective forms of labour, to 

the extent where “life itself has become a locus of accumulation”. Barua (2019) extends this 

analysis to uncover the ways that capitalism targets the “vitality” of animal bodies through his 

engagement with Marxist-feminist theories of the overlapping spheres of labour, commodities, 

and circulation in capitalist production (Barua 2019, pp. 652; see also Bannerji 2019). Wrapped 

up in these categories, neither animals nor people naturally sell labour – as subjects, they exist 

within an active history of expropriation where they act as both worker and commodity, and are 

forced to find subsistence within the market (Barua 2019).  

 The commodification and exchange of metabolic, ecological, and affective labour, 

involves the harnessing of natural and social characteristics for production and consumption. 

Value from affective labour is generated from animals through encounters in captive 

environments. In wildlife tourism venues, animals generate economic value through their 

embodied relationships with the human workers in charge of their care, and their interactions 

with tourists (Barua 2016). Transforming an encounter between a captive animal and a tourist 

involves a process of abstraction, where elements of nature must be removed from their 

“concrete particularities” to become exchangeable. This understanding of abstraction speaks to 

the circumstances of captive tourist animals where they are forced to take on particular qualities 
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in order to become commodities. For example, tigers and elephants become valuable in captive 

environments when they are removed from their contexts as important members of forest 

ecosystems. Abstraction also occurs at the level of interactions where the natural behaviors of 

animals are suppressed, or they are trained to act in ways that they would not choose outside of 

contrived environments (Barua 2016). The importance of Barua’s (2016, 2019) work is that it 

reveals the ways that capitalism demands control over life and livelihood at expanding scales. 

Barua (2019, pp. 658) states that evoking animals work does not intend to “efface the difference 

between human labour and others forms, but to account for a number of living potentials that 

capital parasitizes upon in its quest to expand and reproduce”. Including animals in struggles for 

liberation extends beyond issues of animal rights and welfare, to understand and resist the ways 

that capitalism seeks control over all forms of existence.  

 In this paper, I have worked to create a conceptual framework that provides the tools to 

understand social and ecological change as mutually formative. By calling upon Gramsci’s 

theory of hegemony, I hope to have drawn attention to the co-production of nature and 

capitalism, and to unpack the ways that institutions promising to save nature can contribute to the 

reproduction of imperialist and extractive logics. I have also worked to demonstrate the 

importance of recognizing animals as part of exploitative networks, rather than as objects or non-

human others, in rejecting new forms of capitalist accumulation. As a political project, I aim to 

understand phenomenon such as climate change and environmental degradation as processes of 

marginalization and exploitation. Viewing environmental degradation as a political and moral 

struggle that is carried out at the level of everyday life reminds us of the power of collective 

movements that are reimagining interspecies politics and the meaning of nature.  
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