The persistence of the elephants
Thomas R Trautmann

Professor Emeritus of History and Anthropology, University of Michigan

Abstract

Elephants have been retreating for thousands of years as human civilization has spread, especially in China where elephants were once found throughout but are now reduced to fewer than 300, on the border of Myanmar.  They have retreated in India, too, but something like 30,000 still persist, with another 20,000 in Southeast Asia.  The persistence of the elephants in India has something to do with the institution of the war elephant some 3,000 years ago.  Because elephants must be captured as wild adults, this institution establishes a four-cornered relationship of king, elephant, forest and forest people, and gives kings a strong incentive to protect wild elephants and their habitat.  The Indian institution of the war elephant spread to Hellenistic kingdoms to westward, and to Indianized kingdoms of Southeast Asia, but was not taken up by the Chinese.
