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Abstract 

Elephants and their ivory have a rich and long history in Thailand. However, the 

demand for ivory in Thailand is dramatically affecting elephant populations, particularly 

African elephants. While the consumption of ivory is banned in most countries, Thailand 

still allows for domestic consumption, resulting in the mixing of legal and illegal ivory. 

Understanding the cultural traditions that gives rise to contemporary values and beliefs 

about the consumption of ivory can provide significant and critical insight into why people 

consume it. This study argues that greater contextual understanding of cultural beliefs 

can make awareness campaigns more effective at reducing the consumption of ivory. To 

understand cultural motivations more deeply, this study uses a sociological perspective, 

primarily that of Pierre Bourdieu. This provides a more contextual engagement with Thai 

consumers, reconnects them with cultural values about elephants and their importance 

in Thai society, and works towards a shift in attitudes about consuming ivory. 

Keywords:  Elephants; Thailand; Ivory; Illegal Ivory Trade; Pierre Bourdieu 
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Chapter 1.  
 
Introduction 

The focus of this study is on how awareness campaigns could be more 

successful by developing a deeper understanding of the cultural motivations that 

influence the consumption of ivory. In doing so, a more intimate engagement with 

consumers can work towards a reduction in demand for ivory. Primary research for this 

study was executed through ethnographic field research mainly in Bangkok, Thailand 

(additional cities include Pattaya and Kanchanaburi). This study examines the role of 

elephants in Thai society, and the cultural beliefs and values about elephants and ivory 

through a sociological lens. Conceptualizing the consumption of ivory and the ivory trade 

through the work of Pierre Bourdieu, offers a diverse way of considering the issue. This 

analysis provides a comprehensive framework for conceptualizing awareness 

campaigns that target the ivory trade. The focus of awareness campaigns in the past 

has been on drivers of the trade. However, there is a need for deeper analysis of how 

cultural traditions have developed, evolved, and persisted over time, influencing 

contemporary motivations to consume ivory. By examining the prevailing cultural norms 

and their influence, more insight about cultural values and beliefs are revealed. This 

study argues that greater contextual understanding of cultural beliefs can make 

awareness campaigns more effective, and better situated to be successful in reducing 

consumption of ivory. 

The global nature of the illegal ivory trade redefines previously understood 

boundaries, both geographically and politically. It highlights the interconnections 

between countries, cultures, and the myriad actors involved in the ivory trade. The actors 

involved in mitigating the effects of the ivory trade include: non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs), national governments, inter-governmental organizations (IGOs), 

and enforcement agencies. These actors are specialists targeting specific parts of the 
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ivory trade, with a common goal of stopping the ivory trade as a whole. Awareness 

campaigns focus on the demand side of the ivory trade, targeting the consumers of 

ivory. This is just one aspect of mitigating the effects of the global ivory trade on 

elephant populations.  

The use of awareness campaigns in Thailand focuses on reducing, and 

eventually eliminating demand for ivory.  The aim is to disrupt demand aiding the work of 

various actors, noted above, that work throughout the entire supply-chain. Awareness 

campaigns can be an effective tool for stopping the consumption of ivory, however, 

results appear to be mixed. As a result, there have been recent calls to action 

(discussed in the next section) that could generate greater momentum for concerted 

efforts to stop the trade. This call to action presents an opportunity to reconsider how 

awareness campaigns can become more effective at changing attitudes about ivory 

consumption. However, this requires a re-conceptualization of the issue, and a different 

approach to understanding it. By tracing the cultural evolution of values and beliefs there 

is a greater chance of developing a campaign that resonates with the cultural context of 

consumers. It creates more collaborative relationships between the NGOs implementing 

these awareness campaigns and the consumers of ivory. Working with local people, 

communities, and government is critical to avoid the ‘preaching effect’ and top down 

dichotomies that can occur in this type of work.  

This study is structured to analyze cultural motivations for the consumption of 

ivory using the work of sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. It analyzes how traditional belief 

systems inform values, practices, and consumption of ivory in contemporary Thai 

society. An analysis of awareness campaigns examines the direction that NGOs have 

taken so far with their implementation. Followed by an examination of the primary data 

collected, which yields a discussion about major themes from the field. Leading to a 

discussion of how Pierre Bourdieu’s insights can reframe how consumers are addressed 

via awareness campaigns.   
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Chapter 2.  
 
Background 

2.1. What is the ivory trade? 

The demand for ivory has a strong hold in Asia, with China as the primary 

consumer, and Thailand as the secondary.1 In a report to the African Elephant Summit, 

in December 2013, it is noted that recent data indicates that “the levels of poaching and 

the illegal ivory trade started to increase again in the mid-2000s, following an easing off 

in the 1990s, the rate of increase [jumped] dramatically from 2009. [And the] overall 

trend appears to be levelling off in 2012 compared to 2011, but at an unsustainably high 

level.”2 To highlight this increase, the number of poaching incidents, of African 

elephants, for 2012 is estimated to result in the deaths of approximately 22,000 

elephants.3 This is an alarming number of elephants killed in just one year. It raises 

concerns about the survival of the African species if poaching levels are left unchecked 

at this rate. The data for this report comes from the United National Convention on Trade 

in Endangered Species of Flora and Fauna (CITES), which runs two programmes: 

Monitoring the Illegal Killing of Elephants (MIKE) and the Proportion of Illegally Killed 

Elephants (PIKE), that observe and manage data about the illegal ivory trade.4 It should 

be noted that the data used for this for this type of analysis provides an overview of 

trends, and is subject to statistical bias based on the nature of reporting, which can be 

 
1 Interview #5. Field Research, interviewed by Meagan Lum. October 30, 2013 
2 CITES, IUCN, and TRAFFIC. “Status of African elephant populations and levels of illegal killing 

and the illegal trade in ivory: A report to the African Elephant Summit” December 2013, 1. 
3 William Schaedla, “Thailand Should Put an End to the Ivory Trade” Al Jazeera, accessed 

February 9, 2014. http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2013/03/2013381048938078 
4.html  
4 CITES et al, Status 2013, 4 
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inconsistent and difficult to acquire due to illegal nature of the trade and the lack of 

resources and capabilities to report.5 However, this should not dissuade engagement 

with this data, the statistics generated illuminate legitimate concerns about the survival 

of the African elephant, and do provide valuable information to gain greater insight into 

the issue. 

Poaching of elephants is reaching crisis levels, whereby elephant populations are 

experiencing net declines (where death outstrips births causing a population decline).6 

The decline in African elephant populations can be linked to the legal loophole in Thai 

Law, which exacerbates this unprecedented and unsustainable demand for ivory. In 

Thailand there is not an outright ban on consumption of ivory. In fact, in Thai law the 

consumption of ivory sourced from domestic elephants is legal; however, ivory sourced 

from wild elephants both Asian and African species is illegal.7 This legal loophole creates 

an opportunity for illegally sourced ivory to be mixed with legal sources, maintaining or 

increasing the pool of available ivory.8 It also allows for the trafficking of illegal ivory out 

of, or through Thailand into China and other consumer countries.9 The only way to 

distinguish whether or not the ivory is from an illegal source is through DNA analysis—a 

process that has not been implemented in any feasible manner in Thailand yet.10 DNA 

analysis can be time consuming, and presently there is a lack of training for wildlife and 

customs officers.11 This raises concerns over Thailand’s role in facilitating consumption 

of ivory, both within the country and beyond its borders.  

Suspicions over the amount of ivory circulating in Thailand indicate that much of 

the ivory available is actually from illegal sources because, “Thailand’s domestic 

 
5 CITES, Status, 14-15 
6 Schaedla, “Opinion”, 2013 
7 Interview #1 Field Research, interviewed by Meagan Lum. October 30, 2013; Interview #2, Field 

Research, interviewed by Meagan Lum. October 31, 2013; Interview #5 Field Research, 
interviewed by Meagan Lum. November 13, 2013; Interview #6. Field Research, interviewed by 
Meagan Lum. November 13, 2013. 

8 Interviews #1, 2013; Interview #2, 2013; Interview #5, 2013; Interview #6, 2013 
9 Schaedla, “Opinion”, 2013 
10 Interviews #1, 2013; Interview #2, 2013 
11 Interview #5 
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elephants produce comparatively small quantities of ivory. [While] female Asian 

elephants do not have tusks, and male Asian elephants tend to have smaller tusks than 

their African counterparts.”12 As a result African elephants are the more sought after 

choice for ivory. Several factors in the elephant range states of Central and Eastern 

Africa are facilitating the high levels of poaching. The extraction of ivory to meet Asian 

demand is able to thrive in Central Africa because of weak rule of law and governance, 

as well as high poverty rates.13 Similar circumstances in East Africa intensify supply of 

ivory because of coastal access, which serves as an exit point out of the continent.14 As 

a result, the access to ivory and the ease of transportation provide a steady supply of 

ivory to Thailand and neighbouring countries. Once in Thailand, the legal loophole has 

created one of the largest unregulated ivory markets in the world.15 In addition to this 

loophole, no single government entity in Thailand manages elephant affairs; instead it is 

spread amongst multiple ministries, resulting in jurisdictional paralysis of efforts to 

manage the ivory trade.16 

These interconnections across continents highlight how global this phenomenon 

is, and the importance of cross-coordinated efforts between the various actors involved 

in stopping the ivory trade. It is critical to note that the illegal ivory trade is linked to 

criminal organizations that are highly sophisticated, adaptable, mobile, and financially 

resourceful.17 This element highlights the wider implications of the ivory trade in terms of 

security and development, the necessary involvement of organizations like the United 

Nations Office of Drugs and Crime (UNODC), Interpol, and the increasing cooperation 

between international agencies and national governments, such as the Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). The past year has seen significant action to address 

the ivory trade, revitalizing efforts to stop the trade. 

 
12 Schaedla, "Opinion”, 2013 
13 Ibid, 2013 
14 Ibid, 2013 
15 Ibid, 2013 
16 Ibid, 2013 
17 Interview #3. Field Research, interviewed by Meagan Lum. October 31, 2013 
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2.2. Addressing Demand for Ivory 

A number of high-level meetings have addressed the increasing urgency of 

tackling elephant poaching. Most recently the Prince of Wales, Duke of Cambridge, and 

the UK’s Foreign Minister, William Hague, hosted the London Conference on Illegal 

Wildlife Trade in London, UK on February 13, 2014.18 The Conference brought together 

50 heads of state to discuss options for increasing interventions to stop the illegal ivory 

trade, and the illegal trade of other high-value endangered species.19 This degree of 

high-level attention underscores how seriously the issue is being taken presently, and 

the need for greater efforts and cooperation amongst all elements of the system working 

to stop the illegal ivory trade. 

Another important meeting, the African Elephant Summit, which took place in 

Gaborone, Botswana from December 2-4 2013, highlighted the need for greater action 

on the illegal ivory trade. From this summit delegates have “unanimously approved 14 

Urgent Measures to tackle the crisis,”20 of the 14 measures two of them (Urgent 

Measures 9 and 11) are directed at the demand side of the trade, targeting consumers 

(see Appendix A). Urgent Measure 9 focuses on design and implementation of 

awareness campaigns “aimed at all sectors, which include information on ramifications 

of illegal killing of elephants and the illegal ivory trade on the economy, national security, 

public safety and the ecosystem services elephants provide.”21 This notes the 

importance of full-scale information diffusion between the various actors and 

stakeholders involved in stopping the illegal ivory trade. This information is critical for 

consumers and the general public to convey the gravity of the situation, and how their 

 
18 Adam Vaugh. “Illegal Wildlife Trade: 50 Nations Gather in London for High-Level Summit” The 

Guardian, accessed February 12, 2014. 
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2014/feb/12/illegal-wildlife-trade-50-nations-london-
summit 

19 Vaugh,Illegal, 2014 
20 TRAFFIC. “Nations Agree ‘Urgent Measures’ to curb elephant poaching.” TRAFFIC Wildlife 

Trade News accessed February 3, 2014. http://www.traffic.org/home/2013/12/5/nations-agree-
urgent-measures-to-curb-elephant-poaching.html 

21 International Union of the Conservation of Endangered Species of Flora and Fauna (IUCN) and 
TRAFFIC, “Urgent Measures.” (Meeting at the African Elephant Summit in Gaborone, 
Botswana, December 1, 2013). 
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actions are truly affecting elephant populations. Urgent Measure 11 focuses specifically 

on the commodity chain, addressing both supply and demand of ivory, especially 

demand in Asia.22 The use of more targeted strategies, and government interventions 

when all other options have been exhausted will help to change attitudes and behaviour 

about consuming ivory.23 These two strategies are part of a larger systematic approach 

to the issue with an emphasis on collaboration and cooperation, both of which are 

essential to any successful measures to stop the illegal ivory trade in Thailand, and 

internationally. 

The United Nations Convention on the International Trade in Endangered 

Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) held its Sixteenth Conference of the Parties 

(COP) from March 4-13 of 2013 in Bangkok, Thailand. The role of CITES is to implement 

trade controls (export, import, and re-export) on select species that have been identified 

as needing additional monitoring and protection to manage their populations.24 The 

hosting of the COP in Bangkok has particular importance because Thailand is a member 

of CITES.25 The status of the ivory trade in Thailand has led CITES to advise the country 

to design and implement a comprehensive National Ivory Action Plan. Expectations of 

this plan include: “trade legislation and regulation, national and international law 

enforcement, outreach and public awareness.”26 Implementation is time bound, with 

progress to be reported back to CITES. Trade restrictions under CITES could be placed 

against Thailand if the conditions are not met in a timely manner.27 The Prime Minister of 

Thailand, Yingluck Shinawatra announced her intent to shut down the ivory trade, and to 

implement the required National Ivory Action Plan ahead of the opening of the CITES 

 
22 Ibid, Urgent, 2013 
23 Ibid, 2013 
24 CITES.  “How CITES works,” Convention on Trade in Endangered Species of Flora and Fauna 

(CITES), accessed February 8, 2014. http://www.cites.org/eng/disc/how.php 
25 Schaedla, “Opinion”, 2013 
26 TRAFFIC. “Legal Reform Must Shut Down Thailand’s Ivory Trade,” TRAFFIC Wildlife Trade 

News accessed February 3, 2014., http://www.traffic.org/home/2013/8/11/legal-reform-must-
shut-down-thailands-ivory-trade.html 

27 TRAFFIC, Legal, 2013 
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COP.28 In addition to the COP, there is a standing committee that meets to advise on 

more specific matters within CITES.  

From July 23-27, 2012 the Standing Committee for CITES met for its 62nd 

meeting. The focus of this meeting was to discuss and implement strategies to address 

the growing crisis, particularly of the poaching of the African elephant. Although the 

meeting covered a series of important matters, one in particular that stood out in relation 

to this study was the need for raising awareness to address “the gravity of the escalating 

elephant poaching crisis, and assist in developing and implementing targeted consumer 

education programmes aimed at reducing demand for illegal ivory.”29 These requests 

mirror the Urgent Matters that were devised at the African Elephant Summit, and the 

subsequent requests by CITES for Thailand to develop a National Ivory Action Plan.  

The degree of attention that this issue is being given underscores the need for 

urgent action to stop the consumption of ivory and put an end to the ivory trade. From 

the demand side this is where awareness campaigns factor in. The reframing of the 

issue could potentially contribute to a new approach to addressing the demand side of 

the illegal ivory trade. With increased attention to the trade, there is potential for more 

financial resources available to tackle the issue. This presents an opportunity to start 

conceptualizing new research, focusing on understanding cultural motivations for the 

consumption of ivory, and recognizing the importance of culture as an influencing factor 

on consumption. This requires cross-cultural collaboration between foreign NGOs 

operating in Thailand, the Thai government and consumers. The merit of this research is 

to bridge differences in cultural values and beliefs, and to acknowledge differences in 

perspectives, while recognizing the common need for action on this issue. 

 
28 Ibid, 2013 
29 CITES. “Intrepreation and Implementation of the Convention Species Trade and  
Conservation Elephants.” (Sixty-Second Meeting of the Standing Committe. Geneva: CITES, 

2012). 
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Chapter 3. Methodology 

3.1. Site Selection  

Selecting Bangkok and Thailand as a whole to focus on arose for several 

reasons. First, a significant amount of wildlife trafficking occurs in Thailand, both in terms 

of consumption and as a transit point to other countries. This became an important 

element in choosing to focus on the ivory trade in Thailand given its current status in the 

country. Second, the cultural connection to elephants is so strong that it made for a 

compelling aspect to explore in greater detail via field research. Third, through 

established connections in Thailand I had greater access to experts in the field. Fourth, 

personal safety was a significant factor. Thailand is a relatively safe country to travel in, 

especially as a solo female traveller, making it an ideal location to conduct field 

research. Lastly, Thailand serves as medium-sized case study, which could act as a 

departure point for further research in a similar vein, looking at larger case studies, such 

as China. 

3.2. Methods   

To address the complexities that arise from this issue, ethnographic research 

methods were used, primarily through observation and interviews. Research was 

conducted between October 22-December 1, 2013 primarily in Bangkok, but also in 

Kanchanaburi and Pattaya, Thailand. Primary data was collected through semi-

structured interviews (see Appendix B). Participants were recruited via a Third-Party, 

through the use of the Third-Party Recruitment Forms (see Appendix C). Contact in 

Bangkok was initially established through a referral within an organization of previous 

employment. This organization has requested to remain confidential. The initial 

informant contacted is well connected in the field of wildlife trafficking, and is well 
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recognized within the organization. The informant provided additional connections to 

experts in the field, which lead to a Snowball Sampling Method. This method consists of 

one individual agreeing to involvement, and then asking and passing along information 

to others to participate through the Third-Party Recruitment letters.  

Of the six participants, five requested to remain personally and professionally 

confidential. As a result, all participants’ identities and affiliations have been kept 

confidential. The breakdown of the participants was two men, and four women.  Five of 

the participants work for NGOs and one for an Inter-governmental organization. All of the 

participants work in Thailand. Three of the participants were foreigners (U.S., Canada, 

and Australia), and the other three were Thai Nationals. The foreign participants have 

worked in Thailand for over five years, and extensively throughout South-East Asia. 

Three of the participants have worked on wildlife trade issues for over five years, and 

one has worked in the field for over ten years. The wildlife trade is a general field, in 

which the ivory trade exists within as a sub-field. The combined knowledge and 

experience of the participants working on wildlife trade issues provided valuable insight 

into similar matters found in the ivory trade. Of the five experts on wildlife trafficking, one 

interviewee works directly on the ivory trade. Two others have indirect connections to the 

ivory trade. Of the remaining two, one works on wildlife trade issues from education, 

confiscation, and rehabilitation perspectives, and the other on wider issues of 

conservation and wildlife trafficking. The last interviewee, a non-expert, had indirect 

personal experience with the ivory trade, and wildlife trade issues.   

From the primary data, major themes were identified and examined from the 

semi-structured interviews to understand relevant cultural traditions, beliefs and values. 

The major themes have been expanded on in order to discuss aspects of the ivory trade 

that have not been addressed previously in-depth in the literature. This has been done 

through determining appropriate themes (for example mention of cultural, economic, 

political, or social impacts) and then considering which thematic area was mentioned 

most often. 

The use of observation was another method of collecting primary data. This 

occurred primarily through written descriptions of everyday activities related to this study, 
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such as observing markets, restaurants, or other public places. This provided insight into 

a typical day in Bangkok, and the daily routines of Thais. Through observation I became 

acquainted with the daily and ritualized relationship between Thais and elephants. This 

relationship tended to manifest itself in the form of inanimate objects, such as pictures, 

figurines, and statutes; and items with elephants on them, such as vases, chairs, cups, 

and clothing.  

Secondary data has been collected as it pertains to this research. Resources 

such as journals, newspaper articles, and books have been accessed through library 

resources at Simon Fraser University. This data provides supplementary evidence to my 

primary research. 

3.3. Limitations to Research Methodology 

It should be noted that there were some significant limitations to the collection of 

primary data for this study. First, the number of interviewees available for this study was 

significantly reduced because of legal issues about consuming ivory. As a result, 

consumers and sellers were not interviewed because of ethical restrictions. Although five 

of the participants interviewed were from the same sector, non-governmental 

organizations, they did provide valuable insight for this study that can be built upon at a 

later date. Moreover, these five participants are experts in their field. Second, several 

interviewees that were initially confirmed were unavailable once in Thailand, and also for 

follow-up interviews upon leaving Thailand. Lastly, the amount of time to conduct this 

study was quite short. Despite these limitations this study provides valuable 

observations and insight gathered from the field and contributes to greater discussion on 

this topic. It also presents a different theoretical perspective to think about this issue.  
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Chapter 4. Literature Review 

This section examines the conceptualization of culture, and the most effective 

means of analyzing differences between and across cultures that may arise with this 

type of work. An analysis of the role of belief systems in relation to cultural motivations of 

consumption sheds light on the origins of beliefs and values. It also highlights how 

embedded values are, and, thus, the persistence of values and beliefs over time. Lastly, 

an examination of awareness campaigns, their content and implementation, and how 

NGOs execute them, is discussed. This highlights successes and obstacles, while also 

drawing attention to ways NGOs can reframe their approach to this issue.  

4.1. Cross-Cultural Comparisons of - Culture, Values, and 
Beliefs 

Values play a significant role in understanding how people act and think. It 

informs the basis of everyday life, and is critical to understanding how and why people 

are consuming ivory. A review of several theories focused on understanding cultures is 

discussed, with particular attention to how values and beliefs are embedded within them, 

and the relationships across and between them. Examining these theories situates the 

issue of consuming ivory into a sociological framework, reframing the issue as conflicts 

of cultural values.  

First is the theory of cultural relativism, which has been a noteworthy influence in 

the disciplines of anthropology, and sociology. Cultural relativism is a reaction to theories 

of ethnocentrism and universal truths.30 It argues that cultures cannot be compared 

because the person comparing is basing their judgments within their own experiences 

 
30 John.W. Cook, Morality and Cultural Differences, (Oxford , New York: Oxford University Press, 

1999), 17. 
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and social contexts, not the context of the culture being examined. This creates a biased 

view of the other culture and can generate considerable misunderstanding between the 

two cultures.31 John W. Cook critically analyzes the role of cultural relativism and its 

merit in contemporary society. He argues that the essence of cultural relativism is how 

“morality is relative to each culture, which implies, among other things, that we cannot 

rightly pass moral judgment on members of other cultures except by their own cultural 

standards, which may differ from our own.”32 This is an important notion to consider, 

because tension and misunderstandings can occur from comparing the actions of 

another culture to one’s own, particularly if a disagreement arises about certain actions 

or values. It is an important element to be aware of in regards to awareness campaigns, 

and the implementation of them by foreign NGOs operating in Thailand. 

Cultural relativism has played an important role in acknowledging cultural 

diversity. It highlights differences and stresses the need to consider cultures removed 

from our own assumptions and biases.33 Because so many foreign NGOs operate in 

Thailand there is legitimate concern over whose interests are at the forefront of these 

awareness campaigns to reduce demand. It is important to acknowledge their presence, 

and the potential effect they are having on Thai consumers, given their foreign status. 

Here John W. Cook’s concept of ‘projection error’ can highlight the merit of cultural 

relativisms’ insurance against comparing two distinctive cultures based on the 

assumptions of one. Cook uses the work of Franz Boas to develop the idea of projection 

error, and more importantly to overcome it.  

Projection error is the error of “thinking, on account of their similarity, that the 

actions of an alien people are actions of the same sort as actions that might occur in—or 

that one is familiar with from—one’s own culture.”34 Boas suggests that we “must 

endeavor to divest [ourselves] entirely of opinions and emotions based upon the peculiar 

social environment into which he is born. [We] must adapt [our] own mind, so far as 

 
31 Cook, Morality, 3 
32 Cook, Morality, 3 
33 Ibid, 19 
34 Cook, Morality, 66 
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feasible, to that of that people who [we are] studying.”35 The concept of projection error is 

valuable in its efforts to draw attention to assumptions and projections we may place on 

individual’s practices that are different from ourselves; however, the global nature of the 

ivory trade complicates this theory’s focus on culture as separate entities. In fact the 

reality of the trade is an interconnected web that blurs the line of cultural values. 

 Cultural relativism would suggest that the cultural motivations for the 

consumption of ivory should be left un-checked because this is the precedent for the 

culture in which these values reside, and it is not the responsibility of foreign institutions 

to interfere. This is problematic because although the theory does have conceptual merit 

in terms of regarding other cultures with sensitivity and consideration the practical merit 

is questionable. There are challenges to using cultural relativism as a frame of analysis 

because even though cultures have differences; they do not reside in isolation. One 

culture’s actions can affect another, and have the potential to influence and change 

values in other cultures. Globalization as a process of interactions exacerbates this 

situation. Conventional boundaries—political, national, and cultural—as we know them 

are constantly being challenged, contested, and redefined. As a result, this brings up the 

notion of tolerance.  

What are the limits to tolerance in the ever-globalizing world? How far does one 

let a practice or behaviour of one culture operate when it begins to infringe on activities 

of another? At present illicit trade in ivory is regulated by CITES. Membership to CITES 

is voluntary, but the requirement is acceptance and compliance to its policies. As such, 

once a country has accepted the terms of CITES, is it then acceptable to question their 

practices? This study would argue yes, because of the external obligations that have 

been agreed to by joining CITES, which have binding rules in exchange for membership. 

This international commitment, manifests at multiple scales, from international, national, 

regional, and local. However, the theory of cultural relativism, according to Cook and his 

predecessor Franz Boas, would not be the best theoretical framework for analysis, 

because it argues that the actions of societies and cultures, however different, should be 

left to operate without external interference. Much of this stems from the desire to avoid 
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the blunders of colonialism, and the consequences still present today. Despite this line of 

reasoning, the ivory trade is not isolated to one country and one culture. There is a 

precedent for action, which requires a framework of analysis with cultural consideration 

embedded within. 

Elvin Hatch presents a revised version of the theory of cultural relativism, 

whereby he critically analyzes the theory and its limitations and suggests that a 

reconsideration of cultural relativism might allow for the contemporary cultural context to 

still use cultural relativism. Hatch suggests that within the parameters of the original 

definition of cultural relativism it is not possible to make a case for tolerance, because 

“ethical relativism goes too far by giving indiscriminate approval to every foreign 

institution.”36 Furthermore, Hatch argues that “[the moral principal of tolerance that is 

proposed by Boasian relativism carries the obligation that one cannot be indifferent 

toward other ways of life—it obligates us to approve what others do.”37 

Hatch’s theory emphasizes a set of principles that are meant to “help clarify how 

we ought to react when we are confronted with behaviour that is grounded in values 

different from our own, and also to help us define our own self-identity by indicating 

where we stand among human societies.”38 Hatch outlines four principles that place 

emphasis on understanding behaviour that is informed by a set of values that act as 

guidance when making comparisons across cultures, or judgements about other cultures 

to one’s self or own culture.39 It presents a more compelling way of thinking about 

cultural relativism. It allows for a comparison between cultures to be critical, but not 

wholly dismissive. It suggests that moral judgment should be restrained until the cultural 

mechanisms underpinning the set of values are comprehensively understood. Although 

this theory presents valuable elements for considering different cultures, there can be 

challenges in situating the issue into a moral context. Cultural relativism, even in its 

revised form, focuses too minutely on the notion of morality. Situating cultural values and 
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beliefs into a moral context focuses attention away from the values and beliefs 

themselves, how they formed, how they persist, and how they influence contemporary 

actions and behaviour. Morality is linked to notions of right and wrong, but this kind of 

comparison should be avoided between cultures because it can create tensions, and 

unnecessarily complicate a situation. Instead, recognizing differences and ways to work 

across differences is essential, and necessary. But, to do so requires a different method 

of analysis. 

The work of Pierre Bourdieu offers a compelling alternative to the theory of 

cultural relativism. It offers a dynamic and systematic framework of analysis, focusing on 

the influencing factors that shape individuals and societies. Bourdieu’s is known for a 

multitude of works and ideas, but the ‘logic of practice’ is one of the most well known. 

The ‘logic of practice’ encompasses the concepts of habitus, field, capital, and practice. 

This is a comprehensive set of tools for analyzing social behaviours and actions, and the 

conditions that influence them. This can be represented as [(habitus) (capital)] + field = 

practice.40 These along with doxa and hysteresis are the major elements of Bourdieu’s 

theory that will be discussed.  

For Bourdieu habitus is a transformative concept, “[t]hrough the habitus, the 

structure of which it is the product that governs practice not along the paths of a 

mechanical determinism, but with the constraints and limits initially set on its 

inventions.”41 Meaning, habitus is a way of acting, feeling, thinking, and existing. It is 

situated within an individual capturing “how we carry within us our history, how we bring 

this history into our present circumstances, and how we then make choices to act in 

certain ways and not others.”42  It is also considered “a property of social agents 

(whether individuals, groups, or institutions) that comprise a structured and structuring 

structure.”43 The structure of habitus is a culmination of both past and present 
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experiences of an individual.44 Habitus is structured to be “systematically ordered rather 

than random or unpatterened.”45 Lastly, habitus is structuring, because it helps to inform 

and influence “one’s present and future practices.”46 Altogether habitus comprises “a 

system of dispositions which generate perceptions, appreciations and practices.”47 

The term disposition is a crucial aspect for Bourdieu that brings together these 

ideas of structure and tendency. Disposition, involves several aspects “first [it is] the 

result of an organizing action, with a meaning close to that of words such as structure; it 

also designates a way of being a habitual state (especially the body) and, in particular, a 

predisposition, tendency, propensity, or inclination.”48 The habitus and the field are 

influenced by cultural values and beliefs, which inform dispositions. Dispositions inform 

cultural motivations and play an important role in decision-making for individuals and 

groups.  

For Bourdieu the notion of capital was not limited to just economic capital. He 

argued that other forms of capital could exist, and could be valued and exchanged in a 

similar manner to economic capital.49 Bourdieu distinguishes capital broadly between 

economic and symbolic capital.50 But, within symbolic capital sub-forms of capital can be 

identified, such as: cultural—“knowledge, taste, and lifestyle,”51—and social—“family, 

religion, cultural heritage, networks and affiliations.”52 Symbolic capital plays an 

important role in Bourdieu’s work, and can be represented in many forms. When 

discussing symbolic capital Bourdieu makes a distinction in how it can be understood.53 

First, he argues that symbolic capital is linked to particular  “values, tastes, and lifestyles 
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of some social groups (of habitus held in common in different social groups,”54 that 

places certain social groups above others. Certain symbolic capital is given more value, 

albeit arbitrarily, in relation to others resulting in differences between social groups.55 In 

contrast, cultural capital exists as “qualitative differences in forms of consciousness 

within different social groups […]; that is, in terms of habitus as a specialization 

(‘cultivation’) of consciousness and a recognized mastery of some technique(s).”56 

Capital can take different forms: objectified (material representation), embodied 

(corporeal representation, such as “predispositions, propensities, and in physical 

features,”57), or as habitus (“attitudes and dispositions,”58).59 Bourdieu describes capital 

as “the ‘energy’ that drives the development of a field over time.”60 Thus the role of 

capital is an important aspect to recognize how social relations are shaped, structured, 

and maintained, based on the value and amount of certain types of symbolic capital an 

individual or group has. Certain types of capital become highly desirable, and can come 

to dominate a field in order to perpetuate their prevalence.  

Field is another important element of the relational equation noted above. It is a 

social space that operates relationally with habitus. It denotes the social space we 

occupy, navigate, and negotiate.61 Bourdieu often compared field to that of an actual 

football field, a game with a set of rules, and defined boundaries in which the game 

operates.62 More specifically, “the social field consisted of positions occupied by social 

agents (people or institutions) and what happens on/in the field is consequently 

boundaried.”63 Resulting in boundaries that are also limits, and these limits shape what is 

possible in the field; and what is possible shapes the conditions of the field.64 Within the 
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field is “accumulation of capitals: they are both the process within, and product of, a 

field.”65 Fields vary in structure, context, history, guidelines, and actors.66 For Bourdieu, 

this concept is a component of a larger relational structure that works with habitus, and 

capital to comprehend social life, and the values and meanings associated with it.67  

The concepts of habitus, field, and capital are all working together to generate 

practices. As such, practices are thus not simply the result of one’s habitus but rather of 

“relations between one’s habitus and one’s current circumstances.”68 Habitus and field, 

therefore, “are relational structures and it is the relation between these relational 

structures that provides the key for understanding practices.”69 Understanding the 

underlying social conditions that shape values and beliefs, offers a more encompassing, 

yet nuanced account of the social context in which practices are operating.  

Doxa is a concept that Bourdieu uses to describe shared beliefs that are 

entrenched within a society, things that go without saying and are considered legitimate 

because they have never been questioned.70 More specifically, “[doxa] refers to the 

apparently natural beliefs or opinions that are intimately linked to field and habitus.”71 

When doxa becomes conceptualized as symbolic power it becomes the unquestioning 

force that legitimizes itself within society, within the social space in which social agents 

exist.72 As a result “[i]n a field, the doxa takes the form of a misrecognized unconditional 

allegiance to the ‘rules of the game’ on the part of social agents with a similar habitus.”73 

Doxa helps to reveal the prevailing norms that shape and reinforce field and habitus in a 

 
65 Thomson, Field, 69 
66 Ibid, 69 
67 Ibid, 81 
68 Maton, Habitus, 57 
69 Ibid, 57 
70 Cecile Deer, “Doxa,” in Pierre Bourdieu – Key Concepts, edited by Michael Grenfell (Durham: 

Acumen Publishing, 2005), 120. 
71 Deer, Doxa, 120 
72 Ibid, 122 
73 Ibid, 122 



 

20 

perpetual state that is never questioned, and thus never changed. However a tension 

arises when the doxa is challenged.74  

In addition to doxa, Bourdieu describes another very important concept known as 

hysteresis. This concept plays a necessary role in understanding how individuals and 

groups adjust to change, both static and dynamic nature. The dynamic or disruptive 

changes are the ones of particular interest for this study because “habitus must respond 

to abrupt, sometimes catastrophic, field changes, but that response always takes time.”75 

When a disruption of significant proportions occurs new opportunities, circumstances, 

and structures can arise in the field in a transitory form until more stable conditions and 

structures can manifest.76 This can render a field into hysteresis. 

Hysteresis illuminates a disjuncture between habitus and field, and the 

consequences of this disjuncture over time.77 In other words, it describes how a person’s 

dispositions and identity (habitus) can become mismatched to their social space (field). 

This creates a disruption in their ability to adapt to change. The amount of time 

necessary for adaption is generally quite long. Thus, tensions can arise as social agents 

attempt to reconcile their habitus with their field. Understanding the notion of hysteresis, 

and its consequences could pre-emptively aid in creating a more smooth and inclusive 

transition out of it. 

The concepts that comprise Bourdieu’s ‘logic of practice’ offer a holistic way of 

considering conditions that influence people’s behaviour, values, and choices. It is a 

more comprehensive, less restrictive, and systematic view of the interrelatedness of 

values, which can be used to understand differences between cultures. Allowing for 

constructive analysis of cultural values, and the relationships between different cultural 

values. It provides a framework to examine how values and beliefs inform the larger 

context of practices within the individual and the social structure they exist. It facilitates 

 
74 Deer, Doxa, 121  
75 Cheryl Hardy, “Hysteresis,” in Pierre Bourdieu: Key Concepts, edited by Michael Grenfell, 

(Durham: Acumen Publishing, 2008),132. 
76 Hardy, Hystersis, 132 
77 Ibid, 132 



 

21 

the unpacking of cultural motivations, considering them at their most fundamental form. 

Using Bourdieu’s framework of analysis can foster stronger and more inclusive relations 

between stakeholders, enabling a greater understanding of the underlying cultural 

motivations for the consumption of ivory.  

4.2. Non-Governmental Organizations  

It is important to keep in mind that the literature on this topic has been developed 

mainly by international organizations and NGOs themselves, and their perspectives are 

very influential. Most of the NGOs and international organizations operating in Thailand 

are foreign. This becomes problematic if the solutions they are recommending are based 

predominately from external perspectives, without consideration of other cultures. This is 

not always the case, but relics of this model still exist, and some tendencies sustain 

themselves within institutions that have been established for sometime.  

Anna Tsing, in her book Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connections, argues 

that universal knowledge can be problematic, but in the globalized world at present 

these universals flow parallel to global information flows and are culturally produced.78 

These competing universal truths are couched in what Tsing calls “cultural dialogues,”79 

whereby “every truth forms in negotiation, however messy, with aspirations to the 

universal.”80 These aspirations for the universal can be seen in “both imperial schemes 

to control the world and liberatory mobilizations for justice and empowerment. 

Universalism inspires expansion—for both the powerful and the powerless.”81 Tsing’s 

work complements Bourdieu’s analysis in the contemporary context by drawing attention 

to the ‘friction’ that can exist between different groups and cultures in their endeavours to 

find universals. For example, there are competing universals about the use and 

consumption of ivory, and whether or not it should be consumed at all.  
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This notion of universalism has connections to colonialism, whereby many of the 

universal ideologies and beliefs implemented under colonial reign were to the 

determinant of the local culture. Tsing also discusses the issue of post-colonial theory, 

which identifies top-down dichotomies and unequal power structures as problematic and 

inherent in colonial institutions and ideologies.82 This theory is critical of NGOs 

perpetuating this type of interaction in developing countries. There are NGOs that do 

work collaboratively with communities to find contextual and inclusive solutions. These 

kinds of actions are not only necessary, but also essential to create meaningful change 

that does not echo the past sentiments of colonial policy. Acknowledging the 

dichotomies of power such as the ‘West and the Rest’ is important to understanding a 

long held ideology that informed past development endeavors. Although there has been 

a move away from this colonial mind-set, the structure, which created it, has not been 

fully dismantled. Because of this, contemporary approaches to development are still 

subject to its legacy. NGOs may be forward thinking in their visions and missions, but 

their donors, sphere of influence, and the prevailing structure may not be so progressive. 

For awareness campaigns to succeed, this is a critical point to consider because many 

of them are put forth by foreign NGOs.  

4.3. Awareness Campaigns 

TRAFFIC and the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) are two prominent NGOs actively 

working on the ivory trade in Thailand. The work they are doing has made incredible 

strides in the efforts to combat the illegal ivory trade. TRAFFIC is one of the most 

recognized NGOs in the field that works on wildlife trafficking issues providing their 

expertise to governments and international organizations. They emphasize a scientific 

perspective, in terms of research and analysis. Much of the work that TRAFFIC does 

supports the more overt work of the WWF, such as awareness campaigns. 
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A report by TRAFFIC in 2008 analyzed the economic and social drivers for 

consuming illegal wildlife.83 The report focuses on many of Thailand’s neighbours: 

Cambodia, Lao PDR, Vietnam, and Indonesia, which experiences similar matters when it 

comes to the illegal wildlife trade more generally. Although ivory is not explored in 

explicit detail, the report discusses cultural traditions in relation to illegal wildlife being 

consumed for cultural reasons.84 While it talks about contemporary consumption 

patterns and economic drivers, such as increases in income and associated affluence, it 

does not delve into the historical context or significance of cultural beliefs or values. In 

particular, how these beliefs and values came to be, how they have manifested 

themselves, and persisted to influence contemporary consumption. Moreover, the focus 

on how education and awareness campaigns can be used to promote change by 

emphasizing the illegality of consuming wildlife to dissuade consumers only addresses 

the issue at the surface. Consumers may not be concerned with getting caught. 

Stopping consumption because of the law is never enough. Understanding what 

influences behaviour could be used as tool to engage more directly with consumers to 

reduce demand. 

The WWF on the other hand, is the most prominent voice on the ivory trade in 

Thailand. Their awareness campaign aims to generate a better understanding of the 

illegal ivory trade, showing audiences the reality of the trade. A global campaign called 

‘Kill the Trade’ draws attention to both the demand and supply sides between Africa and 

Asia, educating people about ivory and the consequences of its consumption.85 The 

campaign has used creative endeavors to connect with consumers in terms of social 

media, and larger picture elements. For example, a collaborative event between the 

WWF-Thailand and the Buddhist community in Bangkok was put on to dissuade 

consumption of ivory. The event was coordinated to coincide with the start of the 

Conference of Parties (COP) Meeting for CITES, in March 2013 (as noted above). It 
 
83 TRAFFIC. What's Driving the Wildlife Trade? A Review of Expert Opinion on Economic and 

Social Drivers of the Wildlife Trade and Trade in Control Efforts in Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao 
PDR, and Vietnam. (Discussion Paper, Washington, DC: East Asia and Pacific Region 
Sustainable Development Department, World Bank, 2008). 

84 TRAFFIC, What’s Driving, 62 
85 WWF. “Elephants” World Wildlife Foundation, Endangered Species, accessed February 3, 

2014. http://wwf.panda.org/what_we_do/endangered_species/elephants/ 



 

24 

brought together Buddhist monks to pray beside a large chalk mural on the sidewalk 

depicting an African elephant. The mural was drawing attention to the thousands of 

African elephants killed every year for the ivory trade.86 This connection to Buddhism is a 

significant step towards connecting the illegal ivory trade to the reality of African 

elephants being slaughtered to maintain demand for their ivory. Faith-based 

conservation could prove to be successful in Thailand where a majority of the population 

is Buddhist.87 This is a noteworthy step in raising awareness about the ivory trade, and 

changing attitudes about ivory by associating it with cultural values. However, it is critical 

to extend beyond this, to delve deeper into Buddhist beliefs associated with elephants, 

and other cultural values connected to elephants. This would help to elevate the visibility 

of the campaign, and the effectiveness to connect culturally with consumers, and the 

general public.  

Other NGOs in Thailand are working on issues related to elephants, but not 

explicitly the ivory trade. The Elephant Conservation Network is an NGO operating in 

Thailand that focuses on the legal reform regarding the care and treatment of elephants, 

along with protecting their natural habitat.88 Their work does not focus on the ivory trade, 

but does indirectly support efforts to protect elephants. However, the number of NGOS 

targeting the ivory trade outside of Thailand is substantial. To name a few, the 

International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW), bloodivory.org, and WildAid. 

The IFAW focus on legal reform, targeting politicians to take action to stop the 

ivory trade.89 IFAW also trains wildlife rangers on the frontlines to deal with smugglers. 

There is a focus on the supply side of the trade, and in particular enforcement. WildAid 

has developed an awareness campaign to target consumer of ivory in China, however, 

the campaign is three years in length. This is too short to effectively engage with 
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consumers, or develop a better understanding of the cultural context in which ivory is 

consumed.90 Cross-collaboration between NGOs could yield greater a greater 

understanding of the interconnections between Thailand and China in terms of trade 

links, as well as the significant Chinese community living in Thailand, and the influence 

this may have on the consumption of ivory. Lastly, blood-ivory.com indirectly targets 

Chinese consumers, but from a digital platform. The website provides information about 

the ivory trade, and the poaching crisis of African elephants.91 It is unclear what the goal 

is for the collection of the data because there is no overt engagement with consumers, 

or readers in general. Although information gathering serves a purpose, beyond this, the 

website’s contribution to reduction in demand for ivory is vague.  

Although these organizations are working on the ivory trade they all seem 

disconnected from one another. In addition, they do not seem to foster deeper 

connections to consumers, the general public, and in turn have less impact. Changing 

cultural values that have existed for hundreds or even thousands of years requires 

significant time. Consumption in Thailand is still occurring, in part from the unregulated 

ivory market that facilitates demand, but mitigating demand through long-term, well 

invested, culturally situated awareness campaigns can have greater success in terms of 

managing consumption over the long run. Moreover, there seems to be a missing link 

between the various NGOs working on the ivory trade, in various capacities, in terms of 

collaborating as a consolidated force.  
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Chapter 5. Research Findings 

5.1. Elephants in Thailand: A Cultural Icon 

Elephants are highly revered animals, and are a prevalent symbol all over 

Thailand. They are the national animal, and play “a pivotal role in the livelihood, 

customs, and transportation of the Thai people. [Elephants are] highly respected as a 

symbol of peace, wisdom, strength and longevity.”92 There is a special relationship 

between domesticated elephants and their caretakers, known as mahouts. Mahouts 

control and work with elephants for a variety of tasks ranging from the transportation of 

goods and people, to the removal of trees in the logging industry, tourism (trekking 

camps and as street elephants), and in the past warfare.93 Historically elephants have 

played an extensive role in the daily lives of Thai people. This historical relationship 

persists today in many ways; however, there has been a significant decline in the daily 

presence of elephants since the early 20th century.94 One major shift that occurred in the 

late 1980s was the removal of elephants from the logging industry.95 As a result the role 

of elephants in Thai culture experienced a considerable blow, creating a population of 

homeless and jobless elephants.96 This shift has changed the cultural interactions with 

elephants, especially in urban areas, resulting in less daily interactions with them.97 As a 

result, there appears to be a divide between rural and urban areas that hinges on how 
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people think about elephants based on their proximity to the animals.9899 Despite this 

shift, the admiration and respect for elephants still remains “deeply ingrained in the 

national consciousness, in language and in literature.”100 Thus it is important to 

understand the origins of these cultural connections.  

5.1.1. Elephants and Royalty  

Elephants have an incredibly long and rich connection to the King and Thai 

nobility.101 Firstly, elephants are considered to be a divine animal of the King, and can be 

given royal titles.102 The most prized type of elephant is the white elephant, or in Thai the 

chang pheuak.103 White elephants are considered to be “the most sacred animal and a 

royal symbol. […] White is considered a colour of power, purity and light. Legend has it 

that at the birth of the Buddha, his mother dreamt of a white elephant offering her a lotus 

flower.”104 The significance of an elephant, in particular a white elephant is determined 

by a set of characteristics that distinguish whether an elephant is considered of royal or 

common descent.105 The set of seven characteristics includes: the colour of the eye, the 

palate, the shape and colour of their nails, body hair and its distribution, colour of the 

skin, the shape of the tail, and genitalia. 106 At the core of these seven characteristics is 

the relationship to the colour white. The origin of the beliefs about white elephants relate 

back to “Indian religious beliefs and traditions, both Hindu and Buddhist, which 

penetrated and influenced the indigenous cultures of parts of South-East Asia 

continuously from nearly 2,000 years ago.”107 Moreover, the white elephant is also said 

to “signify divine approval of a monarch.”108 The national flag was once graced with the 
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white elephant, and Thailand was nicknamed the “The Land of the White Elephant.”109 

The Royal Elephant Museum, at Dusit Palace in Bangkok pays tribute to past royal white 

elephants, and even has the preserved skin of several elephants, along with tusks and 

tools made from their hair. 

Secondly, elephants have played a considerable role during wars. The King 

would ride an elephant into battle, and have a herd of elephants to serve as 

protection.110 Although elephants served as protection for the King, they were fiercely 

protected by soldiers that flanked their legs and back to ensure their safety; ultimately, 

this was to prevent any rampages that might occur should wounds be inflicted on the 

elephants.111 Every year the infamous elephant round up would take place to search for 

more elephants suitable to serve in the King’s army.112 Re-enactments serve as a 

reminder of the prominent role that elephants have had politically and culturally in 

Thailand’s history.113 

Lastly, elephants are one of seven royal jewels, or seven precious possessions. 

Each jewel has a particular meaning, but together they are “considered by Buddhist 

traditions to be accessories of the Universal Monarch. […] They represent different 

abilities or aids that a King gains upon enthronement and that he must possess in order 

to stay in power.”114  The seven possessions are listed in order of significance: “wheel-

jewel, elephant-jewel, horse-jewel, gem-jewel, woman-jewel, householder-jewel, and 

adviser-jewel, [they] signify the special qualities of the Universal Monarch’s kingship.”115 

Buddhism and Royal Rule are inextricably linked, forming a prevailing force in Thai 

culture and society. The seven precious jewels are just one of the many ways that 

elephants influence the political and cultural realms in Thailand.  
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5.1.2. Elephants and Religion 

Buddhism, specifically Theravada Buddhism, is the main religion practiced in 

Thailand accounting for about 90 percent of the population.116 The origins of Buddhism in 

Thailand have a long and intertwined past with the development of Buddhism in India. 

The exact inception of Buddhism in Thailand is unknown, but the belief is that 

“Theravada Buddhist missionaries directed by the Venerable Sona and Uttara (learned 

Buddhist monks) under the patronage of Buddhist Indian Emperor Askoke visited what is 

now Myanmar (Burma) and Kakhon Pathom in the 3rd century BC.”117 The area that is 

known today as Thailand is one of several locations that Buddhism from India has 

become established.118 Yet, “the Hindu gods and their frequently rather lively 

companions were not rejected, but incorporated into a sort of pantheon of guardians. 

Stories of their exploits provided much of the basis of a sacred…literature.”119 For Thai 

people, “there is a deep understanding of and respect for the connections between 

Hinduism and Buddhism.”120 The religious connection between Buddhism and Hindu 

mythology have deep connections to elephants in Thai culture.  

An excellent example of this incorporation and adaptation of Hindu beliefs can be 

seen at Prasat Khao Phnom Rung, “the palace of the gods.”121 This palace holds 

particular significance for the god Siva, also the father of Ganesha.122 The palace 

presently serves as a pilgrimage point for Buddhist monks, highlighting the power of 

Buddhism and mythology in Thailand today. The palace also serves as the residence of 

the “most famous lintel in Thailand, illustrating primarily a variation of the theme of 

cosmic destruction and regeneration, but related peripherally to the mythology of 

elephants and Ganesha.”123 The scene depicted on the lintel is that of: 
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God Vishnu reclining on the Anata-Sesha serpent floating on the Cosmic 
Ocean, dreaming his cosmic dream re-creating the universe after its 
periodic destruction by cosmic conflagration. Emerging on a long stem 
from his navel is a lotus, seated on which is the god Brahma, the Creator, 
whose task is to create in actuality all that Vishnu dreams—everything in 
the universe.124  

At this scene it is believed that elephants were present, although not shown on 

the lintel.125 The presence of elephants at this moment of re-creation is believed to be 

the “divine origin of elephants.”126 The myth details how, “From the many petals, and 

stamens of this miraculous lotus the gods Vishnu, Siva, Brahma, and Agni eventually 

created the various castes of families of elephants, celestial ancestors of present-day 

terrestrial elephants.” References to myths of this nature can be seen in a variety of 

settings throughout Bangkok. This myth in particular, reveals the linkages of myth, 

religion, and culture, illuminating the origins of a diversity of beliefs and values about 

elephants today. Two well-known figures from Hindu mythology play a prominent role in 

Thai culture, the god Ganesha and the mythical elephant Erawan.  

One of the many myths about the origins of Ganesha also stems from the myth 

of cosmic re-creation mentioned above, and has particular relevance to Thai culture (see 

figure 1).127 Ganesha is a god with a human body, and the head of an elephant. Because 

Ganesha has the head of an elephant there are important connections to values and 

beliefs about elephants. Ganesha has a number of origin stories, or myths that are 

beyond the scope of this study. However, it is important to draw attention to the strength 

of the beliefs in Ganshea’s power and how that power relates to elephants today. 

Ganesha is the “son of the Hindu god Siva,”128 he is known to be a remover of obstacles 

in many forms, such as financial, academic, business, and personal.129 Shrines and spirit 
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houses are often put up in honour of Ganesha, particularly in the north of Thailand 

where this is a well-practiced tradition with those that work with elephants.130  

 
Figure 5-1:  The God Ganesha at the Royal Elephant Museum. Photo Credit: 

Meagan Lum 

Another famous elephant in Thailand is that of Airavata in Hindu, or Erawan in 

Thai. Erawan is the vehicle and companion of the god Indra, and can be identified by his 

three heads.131 One of the reasons Erawan is so famous is he is said to have been 

beheaded to provide Ganesha with a new head.132 In another epic myth about the 

‘Cosmic or Milk Ocean’ the god Vishnu was able to bestow the head of Erawan back to 
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his headless body, and was reunited with the god Indra.133 In Thai culture Erawan 

represents the importance of elephants as “a beast of burden that contributes to 

prosperity in the land, and as a supreme example of the life-bestowing powers inherent 

in elephants by virtue of their derivation from the Milk Ocean.”134 Erawan has a 

prominent role in Thai culture, and is one the most famous elephants in Thailand.  

References to these myths, and Gods can be seen in Bangkok in a variety of 

settings. During fieldwork representations of elephants were ubiquitous. The myths 

discussed here highlight how myths become manifested onto sentient beings, the 

elephant. Much of what has been discussed thus far has focused on the cultural 

significance of elephants as animals, in Thai culture, and the origins of these values and 

beliefs about elephants. This background helps to understand how ivory has become 

imbued with such power and reverence, and why it is such a sought after item. 

Historically the tusks of elephants, or ivory, have played a significant role in Thai culture. 

5.1.3.  Understanding the Power of Ivory   

The allure of ivory is set in century old beliefs and traditions. The beliefs exist 

today, and have manifested themselves into wider audiences. The desire to own ivory 

stems from the stories noted above, and extends further to the belief that it is imbued 

with several characteristics that can be acquired through wearing and owning ivory. For 

example, the tusks of elephants are highly valued for a number of reasons, but the most 

significant is the tusk that is worthy of a King. Ivory worthy of the King indicates power, 

strength and protection.135 Historical writings about elephants “extensively classify and 

poetically describe the great variety of tusks, in terms of shape, thickness, length, 

direction of curvature, and even subtleties of colour.”136 In fact this degree of detail and 

investment “has led to the development of a long-standing tradition of connoisseurship, 

and thus acquisition of auspiciously shaped, sized, and coloured tusks.”137 As a result, 
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the tusks that meet these prized parameters tend to be symbolic of power and wealth, 

and are usually found in the homes and offices of wealthy Thai families.138 The 

acquisition of these prized tusks originally came from elephants that died naturally. 

Additionally, another process for acquiring ivory is called ‘tipping’.139 This process 

involves sawing off a portion of an elephant’s tusk, while they are still alive.140 This 

requires great skill so as not to inflict pain on the elephant. By doing this ivory could be 

harvested without killing the elephant, and more ivory could be harvested as the tusk 

grows back.141 However, present day techniques are not as thoughtful and patient. 

Superstitious beliefs about the power of ivory also influence decisions to 

consume ivory. Animism is another way of understanding the cultural significance of 

elephants in Thailand. Animism is a belief system often noted as one the first forms of 

religion “with roots in prehistoric times. Animism recognizes that humans share the 

universe with a spiritual realm and that all natural objects—plants, animals and celestial 

bodies—having spirits.”142 “Although Buddhism is not an animistic religion, many 

elements of indigenous animist beliefs can be recognized in Thai rituals and 

ceremonies.143 This type of belief system showcases the beginnings of Thai connections 

to elephants. The spirit house is one good example of the way Buddhism has fused with 

animism in Thailand.”144  

Spirit houses are a ubiquitous instalment in Thailand, and are deeply connected 

to cultural beliefs, both animistic and Buddhist in nature (see figure 5-2). They provide a 

platform to give offerings to various gods, and the Buddha. The integration of beliefs 

systems reveals how despite differences there can be fusion and adaptation. These 

miniature houses vary in size, theme, and purpose, yet it was not rare not to see them 

adorned with flowers, statutes, and offerings to the spirits to keep them appeased, and 
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evil spirits at bay. From my observations, elephants were regular fixtures beside and in 

the spirit houses. Elephants are known to be protectors and to keep evil spirits away, so 

their presence suggests this.145 Animism has not been completely forgotten, in fact in 

Northern Thailand, “hill tribes such as the Iu Mien, continue to adhere to customs and 

beliefs that are largely animistic,”146 this creates a dynamic mix of cultural beliefs and 

customs throughout Thailand. This type of belief system, although not practiced in its 

entirety as it once was, parts can still be found in contemporary Thai culture.  
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Figure 5-2:  A public spirit house at the Chatuchak Weekend Market, Bangkok, 

Thailand. This spirit house has several elephants in prominent 
positions, as if standing guard. Smaller figurines of elephants, and 
other animals can be seen clustered around the edges of the steps 
leading to the spirit house. Photo Credit: Meagan Lum 
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Figure 5-3:  Another spirit house Bangkok, Thailand. Elephants adorn the space 

around the spirit house, providing protection, and bringing good 
fortune. Photo Credit: Meagan Lum 

‘Sympathetic magic’ is another way of understanding relationships between 

humans and wildlife. Certain animals are ascribed and imbued with powers and benefits 

that are desired by humans. It is a powerful belief that by consuming or wearing an 

animal the powers attributed to it will be available to the person wearing them.147 For the 

wearer, “the benefits attributed to the consumption of various animals parts and products 

derive largely from the users belief in ‘sympathetic magic’.”148 This has particular 

relevance to the use of ivory as amulets for protection and good luck because elephants 

are believed to be protectors, as well as bearers of good luck. Wearing the ivory will 

transfer those perceived powers to the wearer. Local traditions related to beliefs about 
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elephants appear to have small-scale harvesting techniques that are almost 

happenstance in nature. Local people believe that walking through the forest could yield 

ivory flakes from the tusk of an elephant that may have been scratching himself.149 If 

they found a piece of this ivory, It was considered very lucky, and “those villagers usually 

believe that when they find this kind of piece that falls off naturally they are really lucky 

and it will protect them from harm.”150 Usually these pieces are worn around the neck for 

good luck, but if large enough could be turned into an amulet for protection.151   

Amulets are a pervasive component of Thai culture. They are believed to provide 

protection to the wearer from evil spirits. In addition to protection, amulets also “convey 

blessings, such as boosting popularity, business success or good health.”152 There is a 

famous amulet market in Bangkok near Wat Mahatat and the Grand Palace that spans 

several streets, and is lined with amulets of all kinds for sale.153 The materials used for 

the amulets range from “copper, silver, gold and ivory.”154 Several hours were spent 

observing the interactions of buyers and sellers. Potential buyers were scouring for the 

perfect amulet to suit their needs. Most of the buyers were men, and many were monks. 

One of the interviewees touched on this, mentioning that men tended to be the main 

buyers of amulets.155 Wider implications of these observations could focus on a market 

survey that attempts to capture a demographic breakdown of the consumers of the 

amulets, and the types of amulets being consumed, particularly the material. The notion 

of sympathetic magic illuminates how cultural beliefs and values manifest, perpetuate, 

and change providing critical insight into contemporary consumption patterns that have 

deeply rooted historical origins. It provides insight into how wildlife has come to play 

such an important role in Thai culture, specifically when in comes to believing in the 

power of ivory and what it is capable of doing.  
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However, a divergence occurred where these local beliefs and traditions began 

to be exploited for commercial profit, whereby ivory began to be intentionally collected, 

then harvested to be turned into amulets, or other objects, to be sold for profit. This 

divergence raises interesting questions about how meanings change and evolve to fit 

context. They can even transcend context to persist in their original state in entirely new 

contexts. On one hand, beliefs about the power and benefits of ivory persist in 

contemporary society because people still buy ivory predicated on this belief. However, 

identifying this divergence is difficult. It is apparent that this divergence played an 

important role in the increased consumption of ivory within Thailand and beyond, but 

how it was facilitated is less clear. Further research on the topic could yield greater 

insight into the inner working of the ivory trade itself, and also greater understanding of 

the consumer profiles. 

Another source of traditional ivory is linked to captive elephants. One participant, 

interviewed, described owning an elephant as a common occurrence throughout 

Thailand. 

Previously, it was not rare for an ordinary Thai to own an elephant. There 
used to be hundreds of thousands of elephants across the country. The 
elephant was considered part of the family and once the elephant died 
the tusks were removed and kept. The ivory was considered precious to 
them [and would become an heirloom], to pass on to the next generation, 
like a family heritage. Some see it, as they want the elephant’s soul to be 
in peace or very safe heaven so, they give [the ivory] to the temple. Now 
the belief becomes that some people will buy ivory and give it to the 
temple.156  

What was once a small-scale local tradition, has been become widely adapted and 

changed from its original historical and social contexts. As a result this previous belief 

has transformed into a contemporary tradition of bringing ivory to the temple as a sign of 

good faith and luck.157 It would be considered bad taste and result in bad karma if a 

Buddhist monk refused the gift of ivory.158 This perpetuates the practice of gifting ivory, 

thereby contributing to overall demand. Although these practices seemed less 
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damaging, initially, the scale of consumption increased to the point of commercial 

exploitation, as the sale of ivory became a profitable endeavour.159 What is important is 

tracing these contemporary beliefs about ivory back to find their origins, and examining 

the points of divergence along the way. This provides incredible knowledge into 

contemporary consumption patterns. 

Rita Ringis has written extensively on the relationship between elephants and 

Thai culture, and the mythologies that surround their significance. From her research 

she notes that, “the vitality and diversity of the numerous portraits of the elephant reflect 

not only the Thai people’s affinity with this engaging animal, but also their recognition of 

its role in the history and traditions of the land.”160 The cultural significance of elephants 

has imbued them with a certain power that makes them a highly desirable animal, 

especially their ivory. The consumption of ivory can take many forms: spiritual amulets 

used for protection and good fortune, jewellery and trinkets for wealthy consumers, and 

also just the ivory tusks, which is a sign of power and status. The values attributed to 

ivory are important aspects to understanding the belief about to consuming it. Thailand 

has a rich history with elephants and the construction of values and meanings about 

elephants have developed not in isolation, but through an appropriation of other 

meanings and beliefs about elephants—mainly from India and also animistic beliefs in 

rural areas. The diffusion of Indian religious beliefs and traditions dates back almost 

2000, years ago where “they were absorbed and adapted, over succeeding centuries, to 

suit local preferences and conditions.”161 However, global connections facilitate 

connections between and across cultures, they have occurred in the past and they are 

occurring at present. Global flows are not just limited to the material item; ideas, beliefs 

and values have flows of their own. It is in part what enables ivory to have its global 

value. The value of ivory has obtained a universal currency across cultures, and 

geographical barriers 
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5.2 Consumer Demographics and the Nature of 
Consumption 

During the primary investigation for this study, three distinct consumer 

demographics were noted: the wealthy—elite social groups and people in positions of 

power; religious or spiritual; and tourists. Firstly, the interviewees identified elite or 

wealthy Thais as a major consumer group.162 They are classified as being older and very 

wealthy, often in positions of considerable power. This group is of particular significance 

because they tend to desire and are able to purchase expensive and elaborate pieces of 

ivory, usually full tusks.163 High-ranking government officials are well known for the large 

ivory tusks in their offices that indicate power and status.164 Collectors of ivory are also 

noted as having pairs of tusks, or elaborately carved ivory pieces.165 Jewelry markets are 

a significant source of ivory products, “they have all kinds of jewelry products, bangles, 

and rings, and also not just ivory decorated with some other precious stones that 

address the high-end group.”166 

The second demographic is in the form of religious or superstitious consumption. 

Individuals believe that ivory has the ability to protect, and provide good fortune. The 

most popular form of ivory for this consumer group is carved ivory amulets.167 The role of 

sympathetic magic is important for this group of people that believe that elephants have 

inherent powers that can be transferred to the individual by wearing a part of the animal, 

in this case the ivory tusk amulet. This was the group that was most visible during 

observations, particularly at the infamous amulet market noted above. Another place I 

noticed amulets were taxis. Every taxi I took had an array of amulets on the dashboard 

to serve as protection while driving. Some of the dashboards were covered, possibly 

indicating a substantial time driving a taxi. This was a unique glimpse into this 
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superstitious and religious realm of belief that has been bestowed upon these objects. 

Many drivers also hand necklaces with amulets.  

Lastly, to Thai consumers, tourist consumption was a reoccurring issue during 

the primary investigation for this study. Through both interviews and observations it was 

clear that tourists contribute significantly to the illegal ivory trade. Generally, tourists are 

unaware that ivory is illegal to buy, and purchase unknowingly, and then it is confiscated 

when they return home.168 Although many claim ignorance to the illegality of ivory, many 

tourists do have an intention of purchasing ivory and bringing it home with them.169 

These actions contribute to the continuation of demand.  

The act of passing on cultural traditions through generations happens all over the 

world. In Thailand many cultural traditions are also passed between generations.170 

Beliefs and traditions about the consumption of ivory, and power of elephants is a 

knowledge that has been noted to be transferred between generations in Thailand.171 

Cultural traditions have a persuasive force over individual and social identity. There can 

be a tendency to pass these cultural traditions on to younger generations to keep them 

alive; otherwise there can be a sense of loss if they are not. From the interviews this 

dynamic became very apparent. Interestingly, a distinction is made between the passing 

of values and beliefs based on the relationship of family members, such as immediate 

vs. extended family.172 The role of family dynamics in the transmission of traditions is 

important. For example, it is more likely that a grandparent would want to pass values to 

their grandchildren, and the social pressure to do so, would be greater because of 

familial obligations.173 However, if it were an aunt or uncle attempting to pass values to a 

niece or nephew there would be greater resistance and more back and forth, than in the 
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previous example.174 There is less persuasion behind a relative of the extended family, 

then from immediate family members. 

The generational gap between family members is one major influencing factor for 

consuming ivory.175 If someone in your family does it, then this practice is passed on. 

From the interviews it was indicated that wealthier households tended to be more 

invested in passing on these traditions, especially when an object indicates status or 

wealth.176 Yet, despite this familial connection, there is some tension between older and 

younger generations. Many of the ivory consumers are older, and of a belief that is at 

odds with many of the younger generations, who tend not to consume ivory and at times 

actively oppose it.177 The dynamics of generational beliefs is an important element to 

understanding culturally motivated consumption. How much of the belief is a rhetorical 

action that occurs simply because of the existing doxa? Diffusion of values, beliefs, and 

knowledge between generations, especially through familial relations, plays a major role 

in shaping one’s dispositions and ideas about the world. Identifying what the sphere of 

influence is, and how it works when it comes to passing on values and beliefs can 

provide insight into understanding the desire to consume ivory.  

The generation gap is a critical point that suggests an effective point of entry for 

awareness campaigns. Using inherent disagreement between generations, campaigns 

could become more effective at changing attitudes about consuming ivory by finding a 

way to pass information between family members about the effects of the ivory trade. 

This could be a more successful way of engaging different generations on the topic, with 

more potential for dialogue and consideration. For example, educating younger 

generations who can then pass the information onto their older relatives.  A change to 

norms, specifically consuming ivory, is possible but it requires time to take root and 

diffuse. Conceptualizing awareness campaigns in terms of generational change situates 

into more realistic expectations of change. It also holds importance for older generations 

that still deeply embrace many cultural beliefs and values about consuming ivory.  
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Connected to the idea of generational gaps is geographic location, particularly 

that of the rural-urban divide. There are significant differences in the day-to-day activities 

between rural and urban areas, which is also applicable to generational variances in 

different locales. For instance, access to information, amenities, and services can be 

limited in rural areas compared with urban areas. This difference can also impact how 

cultural traditions are passed between generations. Values and beliefs may be more 

homogenous and insular in rural areas. This is a worthwhile consideration for 

understanding cultural motivations to consume ivory. It is also important for awareness 

campaigns to tailor the content based on differences that may arise in these different 

areas. Tailoring the messaging of awareness campaigns to cultural context and 

geographical context will increase the resonance of the campaign.  

5.4 Re-conceptualizing the Messaging of Awareness 
Campaigns 

 Many foreign NGOs have been operational in Thailand for quite some time, 

cultivating long-term relationships with the local communities and governments. One 

important component often lacking in contemporary awareness campaigns is time. Long-

term investment is needed in these campaigns to allow for ideas to develop, manifest, 

be contested, re-worked, and then to reach final fruition. This kind of process ensures 

that there is time to foster something significant as a shift in attitudes, and allow for 

collaboration within Thai society. It is important that there is cooperation between all 

actors involved—NGOs, the Thai government, consumers, and the general public.  

Equally important is perception, being aware of how NGOs are perceived in local 

communities and the country. The work that NGOs do is important, but must be 

executed delicately and with sensitivity to the culture in which it operates. Understanding 

the local culture is imperative if campaigns expect to be successful. Couching them in 

local context will create a deeper connection and awareness of, and to the issue of ivory 

consumption. To say that all NGOs operate in a top-down dichotomous way is not fair, 

but to recognize instances that it happens and the potentially negative consequences, is. 

Developing inclusive relationships between foreign NGOs, local communities, and 

government has greater potential for developing mutually beneficial relationships that do 
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not leave local communities feeling attacked or judged. NGOs operating in Thailand 

addressing the ivory trade have established ties, but a move towards a more Thai centric 

campaign will have more resonance. This also has relevance for other cultures.  

Understanding particular values, beliefs, and priorities allows for a tailoring of 

campaign content to have the most impact on a specific group of people. Furthermore, it 

promotes inclusive collaboration with consumer groups to negate consumption. 

Reconnecting to wildlife, drawing on the cultural importance of elephants and their 

significance in Thailand creates local and meaningful connections to people. Losing a 

particular species that has importance to Thai culture, means losing a part of the 

culture.178 Beliefs in the power and mystique of elephants are not harmful, but the act of 

consuming ivory in its present manner is. Changing behaviours around consumption 

does not mean beliefs or values are being overruled or pushed aside, instead finding a 

place to compromise is necessary and essential.  
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Chapter 6.  Discussion and Analysis 

6.1.  Applying Pierre Bourdieu 

Using Bourdieu to analyze the issue of the ivory trade, and more specifically the 

consumers of ivory presents a layered analysis of the issue. The core concepts 

discussed above, habitus, field, capital, doxa, and hysteresis, breakdown cultural 

motivations into digestible components, which reveal intricate relationships that persist 

and evolve over time influencing contemporary actions and behaviours. 

Habitus addresses how different processes, and conditions influence one’s 

dispositions, or way of being, acting, or feeling. It highlights the internal intricacies that 

influence an individual’s decision to do something, such as consume ivory. Because 

habitus’ influence occurs over an extended period of time, and during the most formative 

years of an individual’s life, any change to it would require time to adapt. It would not 

necessarily be a change to the habitus it would be the conditions that are influencing the 

habitus. If for example, attitudes about the consumption of ivory changed, based on the 

influence of awareness campaigns, then this changing context would be more prevalent 

in the subsequent generations not the ones it was first implemented in. Recognizing 

factors that influence people’s decisions to act or behave in a certain way can be useful 

in understanding how people may respond to a significant change like the ceasing of 

ivory consumption. 

As for field, the social space in which one exists is slightly more flexible than 

habitus, allowing for the context of the field to adapt to changes faster than habitus.179 

This does not mean in a few months or years, but likened more to generations. 

Changing the social space, or field, in which Thai culture is situated to stop the 
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consumption of ivory could create tension for people. This tension arises between the 

habitus and the field, in the form of a mismatch between the two, leading to what 

Bourdieu calls hysteresis.180 The mismatch relates to one’s dispositions and identity 

(habitus) and to their social space (field), which creates a disruption in the ability of an 

individual, or group of people to adapt to the change, resulting in a time lag for 

adaptation.  

This could also have implications for capital as well. If there is a disruption to the 

field this could result in a loss of social status, and one’s position in society and more 

intimately their dispositions and habitus could be threatened. Hysteresis could challenge 

how capital is distributed and valued within a field. This is an aspect that does not seem 

to be given a great deal of consideration in the planning and execution of awareness 

campaigns. Hysteresis offers insight into how well an awareness campaign is being 

received by target audiences, while also providing a means of understanding obstacles 

or challenges to achieving the main objective of stopping ivory consumption. If 

campaigns are developed to be long term, then the hysteresis can be reconciled 

overtime as people have the time to adapt to new norms.  

The consumption of ivory has been a part of Thai culture for a long time. It has 

gone through an evolution of who consumes it, how it is consumed, and how much is 

consumed. But, at the core, what is important is the relationship that Thais have to 

elephants. As such, the doxa in this case would be the uncontested values and beliefs 

that have persisted to influence present ivory consumption. This is further legitimized by 

contemporary conditions such as, the legal consumption of domestic ivory, and the ease 

of access to ivory. Thus it becomes imperative to understand and challenge the 

prevailing doxa. Bourdieu would argue that it is almost impossible to change a doxa as it 

is capable of reinforcing its grip because of its perceived and perpetuated legitimacy; 

however, this kind of disturbance to the societal thread is more significant than the 

consequence of not acting, which would result in the loss of a cultural icon.  
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The case of the ivory trade in Thailand, presents a unique context in that the 

consequence of not changing this specific behaviour may actually have more detrimental 

effects to Thai culture. The possibility of a Thai icon becoming extinct is a significant 

cultural loss—a collective loss to a society that so deeply values elephants with such 

profoundly embedded cultural roots. This loss could be more disruptive then attempting 

to shift attitudes in such a way, which seeks to protect and safeguard a cultural icon for 

generations to come. However, in light of Bourdieu’s argument it is important to note that 

resistance to campaigns could occur, and that a compromise between stakeholders is 

critical. Changing attitudes that are linked to cultural beliefs and values will not occur 

over night, nor should it be expected. Consumers need time to adapt to an alternative 

norm presented through awareness campaigns. This new norm also requires time to 

manifest and endure. In some ways this creates a paradox for organizations working on 

the trade because it is a time sensitive issue on one hand, protecting species from 

extinction, and finding ways to discourage consumption of ivory, thus changing attitudes 

on the other hand. 

6.2. Awareness Campaigns: What’s Next? 

The context in which consuming ivory operates today has dramatically shifted. 

The level of consumption is far outstripping the available resources, and the devastating 

manner in which African elephants are killed for their ivory, is acutely against the most 

fundamental tenants of Thai beliefs, and law regarding elephants. In fact, in Thailand it is 

illegal to cause harm to an elephant, let alone kill it.181 Yet, African elephants are brutally 

slaughtered for their ivory. Poachers use a range of sophisticated weapons and 

techniques to kill the elephants such as, automatic assault rifles, and poison.182 The 

tusks are then saw off, leaving the carcass to rot.183 The way in which these elephants 
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182 Jeffery Gettleman. “Central African’s Wildlife Rangers Face Deadly Risks,” New York Times, 

accessed March 28, 2014. http://www.nytimes.com/2013/01/01/world/africa/central-africas-
wildlife-rangers-face-deadly-risks.html?pagewanted=all 

183 Gettleman, Central, 2014 
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are killed for ornaments, decoration, and jewelry is considerably atrocious and 

disrespectful in Thai tradition. Yet, ivory is still widely consumed in Thailand. 

 The momentum that has been generated from conferences and summits in the 

past year highlights the need for action to stop the ivory trade. This increased action and 

interest by governments and the international community is an opportunity to reflect on 

lessons learned. It is a chance to re-conceptualize the content and implementation of 

awareness campaigns. Although drivers and/or motivations have been identified by the 

NGOs operating the awareness campaigns, they lack a deeper understanding of 

consumers’ cultural roots, and also a means of analyzing this behaviour. Part of this 

problem is the time frame in which campaigns are allotted; most are between 6 months 

to a year.184 A change in behaviour does not happen overnight; in fact factors influencing 

consumption are deeply embedded in beliefs, values, and identity. Realistically it would 

take generations to create effective change, which would require long-term investment, 

collaboration, integration, and inclusion.  

Connecting to consumers in a way that resonates with their cultural beliefs and 

values, which shows sensitivity to these beliefs creates a level playing field in which to 

operate and collaborate. Comprehensive awareness campaigns need to target 

consumers by placing a stronger focus on understanding the cultural values and beliefs 

that influence consumption associated with the ivory trade. While also addressing 

consumer groups specifically within their contexts such as, tourists, the wealthy, elite, 

and religious, along with the general public. A program of this nature addresses the 

diversity of values associated with the ivory trade in general, but also the direct and 

indirect effects of consumption more specifically. It needs to operate on multiple scales, 

internationally, nationally, and locally, and be mutually beneficial to those that 

participate.185 There is a need for a multifaceted approach that is both balanced, and 

strong. 

 
184 Interview #1, 2013 
185 TRANS-PACIFIC SYMPOSIUM. "Trans-Pacific Workshop on Combating Corruption and Illicit 

Trade," accessed December 15, 2013. 
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One thing that stood out during my field research was the competition amongst 

NGOs working on similar issues, vying for the same small pool of funding and the 

overlap of their activities and campaigns. If there was a streamlining of functions, and 

collaboration between NGOs it could create a more connected and integrated network of 

information and strategies to address the illegal ivory trade. This would also facilitate the 

ability to develop longer term campaigns that were able to become embedded parts of 

society that overtime had the effect of changing attitudes towards the consumption of 

ivory. This could also generate more government cooperation, given Thailand’s 

commitment at the international level to addressing the illegal ivory trade. These kinds of 

actions would also show that NGOs are committed to working within Thai society, not at 

Thai society.  

6.3. Wider Implications of the Ivory Trade Continuing 
Unabated 

The implications of the ivory trade if left unchecked are not only related to the 

continued survival of a species, but also have cultural, ecological, and political 

repercussions. Politically, the illicit nature of the ivory trade creates significant 

challenges, in particular to national and international security.186 The global nature of the 

trade means that political borders do not restrict it, requiring coordinated and integrated 

efforts from various actors within the supply chain working together to address this issue. 

The ivory trade has been allegedly linked to terrorism and rebel groups, who sell ivory to 

fund their insurgencies, examples include: the “Lords Resistance Army in Central Africa 

and the Janjaweed of Chad and Sudan.”187 This creates instability and weakens 

governance, which threatens to further erode national security. 

 
186 United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP), Convention on the Trade in Endangered 

Species of Flora and Fauna (CITES), International Union for the Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN), TRAFFIC.“Elephants in the Dust: The African Elephant Crisis A Rapid Response 
Assessment,” edited by Christian Nellemann (Editor in Chief), Rannveig Knutsdatter Formo, 
Julian Blanc, Diane Skinner, Tom Milliken, and Tom De Meulenaer, 2013, 41. 
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Culturally, the loss of elephants would mean the loss of a significant piece of Thai 

heritage. This also extends beyond Thailand, elephants are renowned globally and their 

loss would be felt worldwide. The connection to elephants in Thailand is so deep that 

there is a separate word in Thai to signify the death of an elephant, lom, which means, 

“to topple or kneel from an upright position.”188 The power, strength, and wisdom that 

elephants are characterized as, denotes their importance, and significance in Thai 

culture. The notion of consuming ivory or losing a cultural icon is what is at stake.  

Ecologically, the decline in elephant populations contributes to a loss of 

biodiversity, “[c]urrent population estimates suggest alarming declines in elephants 

numbers in parts of Central and West Africa, as well as an increasing risk of the local 

extinction of some populations.”189 A segment in the National Geographic called “A Voice 

for Elephants,” discusses a recent study by Save the Elephants examining how 

poaching of elephants for their ivory can negatively affect the survival of a population 

from a social and biological perspective; particularly the loss of social mechanisms that 

elephants rely on for their survival. First, the poaching of adult elephants, which are 

targeted because of the mature state of their tusks, increases the vulnerability of the 

young.190 This puts younger elephants at a greater risk for death from lack of protection 

from the older group members, which “[alters] the age structure and age-related social 

organization.”191 Second, elephants rely a great deal on memory, especially the females, 

who are the leaders of a herd.192 Individual elephants have what is known as a ‘memory 

bank,’ which allows them to store critical information for survival, such as: access to 

resources (food, and water), safe sites, and a variety of other information that ensures 

survival and success within a family.193 When these are lost the survival of the those 

remaining is lowered.”194 It is clear that the ivory trade is a complex issue, and the 

 
188 Ringis, Elephants, 59 
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consequences are reaching unprecedented levels. As a result, efforts to match these 

wide ranging implications must extend beyond their current status.  
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Chapter 7. Conclusion 

This study argues that awareness campaigns could benefit from developing a 

deeper understanding of the cultural motivations behind ivory consumption. This would 

enable a more intimate engagement with consumers, and work towards a reduction in 

demand for ivory. Without addressing the cultural values and beliefs that contextualize 

ivory consumption, there is no buy-in from local consumers, and the demand side of the 

commodity chain remains unchanged. The persistence of cultural traditions and beliefs 

over time illuminate how powerful they are, as contemporary motivations to consume 

ivory continue unabated. Thus, it is paramount that these cultural traditions are given 

deeper consideration. Understanding dispositions and values that form identity are 

fundamental to appreciate their affects on behaviour and action. Analyzing this issue 

from a sociological lens provides more comprehensive insight into the influence of 

cultural motivators. Education and awareness are important elements, but without 

cultural context the widespread cooperation and change will not happen. Investment in 

more comprehensive strategies to understand cultural motivations is a necessary part of 

a larger long-term strategy that includes education and awareness. Reconnecting ivory 

consumers to the significance of elephants in Thai culture is essential. It highlights the 

loss of not only an animal, but also of a cultural icon. 

Reframing the issue to further examine cultural motivations connects the 

consequences of consuming ivory to the values and beliefs that influence consumption. 

Drawing these connections between cultural values and their contemporary effects on 

elephant populations illuminates the reality of the trade. Examining the underlying factors 

that persist within a culture, shed light on the prevailing forces that result in the 

consumption of ivory. This kind of analysis offers a different lens to consider 

motivations—through the ‘logic of practice’ proposed by Bourdieu—and how cultural 

motivations are addressed in awareness campaigns. It harnesses culture as a means to 
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dissuade consumption of ivory, by analyzing its origins and understanding its 

persistence and sway in contemporary culture.  

By conceptualizing awareness campaigns in ways that this study has argued, 

NGOs could better work to stop demand for ivory. The global scope of the supply chain 

highlights the need for connections amongst NGOs, allowing for research specialization 

and the pooling of financial resources to support this kind of work. The momentum 

generated over the last year to stop the ivory trade reveals how this issue has been 

reprioritized within the international community. This momentum presents an opportunity 

to reconsider how the ivory trade is addressed, and the role awareness campaigns play 

in reducing ivory demand. This study provides a cultural analysis of the ivory trade in 

Thailand, and considers the issue beyond basic supply and demand models. It delves 

into the cultural legacy of elephants in Thailand, and in doing so, provokes discussion on 

different ways of considering how to stop the illegal ivory trade. 
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Appendix B: Interview Questions (Two Sets) 
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