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The essential element of free contact is the ability of the trainer to create a system of 
negative reinforcement.  No matter how gently the ankus sometimes is used, at some 
point in the past it had to be established as an aversive or uncomfortable stimulus in 
order to be an effective tool. This means the ankus caused enough pain and discomfort 
to the elephant that the animal remembers, and seeks to avoid that experience by 
complying with the command given by the trainer.  Thus, the ankus is a tool that carries 
with it a history of pain, discomfort, and human dominance.  Unless the elephant 
recognizes the ankus as an instrument that metes out pain (which the animal seeks to 
avoid), the tool is meaningless and the trainer has no means by which to control the 
elephant or manage its behavior.   
 
The ankus is not only a tool that is used to direct the elephant’s movement via negative 
reinforcement, but is also a tool that is used to deliver physical punishment.  When the 
elephant does not respond appropriately to the cue given with the ankus, the ankus is 
used to strike the elephant as a punishment for non-compliance.  The ankus is also used 
to strike the elephant when the elephant does something she’s not been given 
permission to do, such as investigate her surroundings with her trunk. 
 
The other instruments used to force elephants into various positions or behaviors may 
include:  electric prods or hot shots; whips; and ropes and chains attached to a block 
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