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Do you go to the zoo? 

Do you ever feel bad there? Get that 
pit in your stomach?
 
Feel like something is wrong, 
 something uncomfortable, 
 something disturbing?
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Preface

The Zoo Manifesto wishes to challenge the rights of the existence of the zoo as 
we know it and point to a new awareness on the human-animal relationship. 

The zoo of today is a post-colonial leftover. It confines animals for the sake of 
entertainment. By doing so, not only does it hurt the animals, it also disrupts 
the important human-animal relationship that is playing an essential role in our 
understanding of our place in the natural order. We are not above nature; we are 
existing because of it. We all rely on the food chains to work wherein animals 
play a determining part. By improving the human-animal relationship people will 
understand how they depend on a nature in balance. 

The fight against a rapidly deteriorating earth and the global climate crisis is a 
battle that must be fought on many fronts. The zoo is an urban institution and the 
only source of a connection to nature to a lot of people worldwide. It is therefore 
imperative that the zoo changes and moves away from a place supporting the 
highly outdated 

      ‘man - the dominator over beast’ 

and into a place that supports a relationship between man and beast in a bal-
anced and sustainable way. With a new awareness on this balance, people will be 
able to approach the global situation in a more responsible manner.

The Zoo Manifesto should be picked up by visionaries who can see business op-
portunities in making an alternative zoo for the 21st century. The manifesto will 
arm you with opening arguments to create platforms for action to improve the 
human-animal relationship. 

One can easily imagine a new strategy for a different kind of zoo. A strategy pro-
viding an alternative to the zoological garden and instead point towards an expe-
rience park where you, through intensive natural spectacles enhanced by modern 
and interactive technology, will explore, feel and regain your deep respect of 
nature and the animals in it.  

Ane Eline Sørensen, Copenhagen, 2009, revised 2016.
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People go to the zoo expecting to meet and connect to the wild.

“I’ll tell you what is fun - watching other people. I saw one guy whistling at a 
snake, trying to get its attention. Can you imagine? Whistling at a snake to get its 
attention? That’s like trying to teach my dog calculus.”

      Wolf & Tymitz, 1979

Industrialisation and the rise of technological civilisation has pushed the wild 
animals further and further away from people. As a result, very few people in the 
western world live in coexistence with wild animals. We have pets in our private 
lives and we have a gigantic industry revolving around livestock. Civilizations are 
increasingly being urbanised breeding more and more people, affecting everyone 
globally. We demand more human habitats resulting in the wild rapidly becoming 
a rare novelty. This creates a great paradox of longing for the wild. 

In 20th century Europe, as a consequence of industrialisation, a major mid-
dle-class arose. Unions were strong, living standards went up and regular people 
suddenly had leisure time on their hands. The zoo became a place to spend time, 
especially in the lower middle-class. Up to this day this is still in effect. Even 
though we see animals more in the media than in real life, we still possess the 
urge to encounter animals as significant entertainment or leisure time activity. 
We go on safaris, bird watching, ecotourism trips, to the zoos and to the aquari-
um more than ever, which proves that people want to see animals. 

The mentality of the colonial powers who had ventured into the ‘exotic world’ 
changed in the late 1900. A concern for protecting wildlife in their colonies began 
in these years. It occurred alongside a wave of romantic literature and art about 
the exotic and mysterious places far away that made us dream of the wild. The 
Jungle Book (1894) by Rudyard Kipling, The Call Of The Wild (1903) by Jack Lon-
don, and a little later Out Of Africa (1937) by Karen Blixen, are examples of how 
the exotic were brought to the minds of the people. 

The zoo pulled this world closer to us, so we flocked to the zoo to reconnect to 
this hidden world, a world so far removed from a life in modern industrialised 
civilisation. 

With this expectation of meeting the wild, a trip to the zoo will let you down. We 
want to see a wild animal, but how can we when the animal is in tight confine-
ment with no possibilities to act as it would in the wild. We look at the leopard and 
want to see it hunt, run, mate or at least play. The kids shout: Where is it? Why 
doesn’t it move? Is it dead?

We want it to do something natural. But it never does. 

How could it? 
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The animal doesn’t look back at you.

“Looking at each animal, the unaccompanied visitor is alone”
       Berger, 1980

Looking at the zoo from a sociocultural context means looking at how we have 
placed and interacted with animals in our society. In a zoo the animals are on 
display and it is a display the animals cannot escape from. The zoo would not 
make money if the visitors couldn’t see the animals. Great care has been taken 
to design cages and enclosures in a way where the animals can be visible to the 
audience. 

Berger sees the animals as marginalised beings who are held hostage for the 
sake of our post-imperialistic and capitalistic needs to show off power. He claims 
that a visit to the zoo will always disappoint. The eyes of an animal when they 
consider man are attentive and wary. The same animal may well look at other 
species the same way. He does not reserve a special look for man. But by no 
other species except man will the animal’s look be recognised as familiar. Other 
animals are held by the look. Man becomes aware of himself returning the look 
(Berger, 1980)

Because of the marginalisation and artificial surroundings, humans may enter 
with a wish to encounter the animal, but will be let down by the mechanical gazes 
of the animals who have become immunised to one-on-one encounters. To the 
animals, the visitors are nothing but a big blur, a constant river of beings in front 
of the animal.

So, while people in the zoo wave, shout, whistle and knock on glass they do so 
to try and make the animal recognise their presence, the animals ‘only´react to 
this by emitting stress hormones into their blood and organs. Intensive studies 
has shown that even as the animals don’t look back at you, visitors have an effect 
on the animals in a different way. They react to crowd density, noise levels and 
unfamiliar strong smells in a bad way. The more stimuli from these parameters, 
the more stressed the animals become. Their behaviour also changes according 
to the crowds in front of them, and experiments were made to see if the animal 
behaviour would change if there were no audience, and especially in the case 
of primates this was significant. They became more lively, more social and less 
territorial if they didn’t have an audience and the cage was visually blocked from 
the outside.  

The animals do not have the power to communicate in words with us about their 
situation. It is up to us, the humans, to interpret these stress signals as they are 
warnings of the welfare of the animals. 
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You are looking at a representation of the animal.

“However you look at these animals, even if the animal is up against the bars, 
less that a foot from you, looking outwards in the public direction, you are looking 
at something that has been rendered absolutely marginal; and all the concentra-
tion you can muster will never be enough to centralise it.”
       Berger, 1980

The animal has been reduced to a creature deeply dependent on a zoo-keeper to 
feed it and provide companions and mating possibilities. It can no longer provide 
for itself, it can no longer follow natural instincts, it can no longer act or go were 
the seasons and prey take it. Consequently their behaviour and responses has 
been numbed. Instead of proactive beings, they are now passive, waiting for the 
zoo-keeper to bring food and distractions. With this deep dependence and isola-
tion they no longer react to what is in front of them.

The cage defines their physical world, the zookeeper sustain their lives in all its 
aspects and any autonomy by the animal has been pacified and their reaction to 
their surroundings follow accordingly.  

The premise for the zoo animals is this:
1. Separation from natural habitat
2. Enforced idleness
3. Direct control by humans
4. Loss of life in normal social groups
5. Drugs, and medical and fertility control
6. Caging, a totally alien environment with artificial infrastructures, lighting, ar-
tificial diet, unusual noise, strange outdoors and the unnatural proximity of both 
alien species and the human visitor. (Mullan & Marvin, 1999)

They live in small confinements in an artificial space. If they are lucky, they have 
some greenery, a patch of dirt or grass or something that vaguely resembles that 
of their original habitat. Even though the larger and morally aware zoos work 
hard on providing a “qualitative environment” for the animals, the animal is still 
suffering from the same restraints.  
 
In many zoos they will be subjected to some kind of ‘show’ where their ‘natural’ 
and ‘amazing characteristics’ are demonstrated to visitors. The sealions carry 
balls on their noses, the leopard has to jump high to get to the sack of food, the 
polar bears have to dig its food out of ice blocks. 

In this sad display of the capabilities of the animal for the sake of entertainment 
and in the name of education and activity for the animal, the zoos are guilty in 
making money on marginalising another living creature.
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There is an illusion of being edified - the zoo is not about edu-
cation but entertainment.

“...the majority of directors realise that people do not come to the zoo for an edu-
cational experience”
       Mullan & Marvin, 1999

The zoo was founded as a place for entertainment for the masses. It is still a 
place for entertainment, even though zoos today claim to provide education about 
animals. In fact, zoos are struggling to force education onto their audience. Peo-
ple just want to know the name of the animal, where it comes from and maybe 
they would like to know a few things about special and/or fun characteristics and 
behaviours. Nothing more than that. Basically people just want to see the animal 
and see it do something. 

Some of the major and most established zoos in the western world offer educa-
tion programs targeting school kids. This audience represents a minimal part of 
the visitors, the majority of visitors are regular people, mostly visiting with their 
families. Without discussion, the zoos are highly popular. They attract in the US 
more people than the attendance of all major sports events put together. 

The actual learning is minuscule, since there is very little knowledge and context 
for the animal presented to you to learn from in the zoo. Even if they tried, some 
zoos claim they have, to present the visitor with knowledge about the animal, 
they would not gain a major audience. In the best of cases, the intent of going 
with your family to the zoo may come from an idea of teaching your kids about 
the animals, and you yourself expect to learn something in the process. Ironically 
enough, the zoo as an institution undermines this very premise. So we have an 
illusion of being edified. 

Between the wars zoos began to hire professionals who saw an opportunity for a 
bigger turnaround in money if the zoos had bigger animal ‘stars’ to show of. Pan-
das and polar bears were flown in and merchandising exploded. This resulted in a 
disposal of the boring animals; anything you would be able to find at a farm or in 
a pet-shop. Nor would you be interested in seeing animals you would find in your 
national countryside. Instead you expect to see exotic and dangerous animals 
perform for you in shows, and you applaud as the sea lion ‘claps’ his flippers, the 
leopard jumps for the lump of meat or the orangutang ‘kisses’ the zookeeper. 
Even though modern zoos strives to make these shows about showing off natural 
animal behaviour, the immense lack of natural context makes us humanise the 
actions instead and we interpret the behaviour as ‘cute’, ‘majestic’ and ‘funny’ 

This is hardly inducing us with any kind of respect for the species.

4
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It’s the dangerous and exotic animals that sell the tickets.

“Killing doesn’t make an animal dangerous; it is the sort of killing it engages in 
which is important.”
       Mullan & Marvin, 1999

The wild animal can be seen as an opposition to the domestic. We have pets, we 
have livestock but these are not the animals we wish to see in the zoo. This of 
course changes with your cultural setting, a llama isn’t as exotic to Peruvian as it 
is to a Dane. Listing the difference in classifications of the domestic and the wild 
animal is to be seen in a Western European cultural context. 

Unless it is in a petting zoo for children, there is no interest for the audience to 
engage in watching domestic animals that we already know of and are so familiar 
to us. The domesticated animal has been cultivated to fit human demands and 
needs, and we have complete control over them. Which is exactly why we feel 
safe enough for the kids to touch these animals. But they are not exiting to us.

In the case of the wild animals, it is a completely different story. We fear them, 
they come from strange and unusual far-away places we don’t know and they still 
posses their full “animalness” They present us with  the unknown, the wild, the 
wilderness, and we translate this into dangerous. In the zoo you can safely get 
close to the animal that represents the danger. The thrill of being in front of this 
dangerous animal is what sell the tickets. The zoos put up signs saying “beware 
of the dangerous animal” to prevent people reaching into the cage or enclosure 
where they more than likely would get attacked. Some visitors even find it amus-
ing to try and provoke and agitate a potential ferocious animal only to enjoy the 
sensation of being at safe distance from the animal if it reacts. 

However, if the situation was taken to the wild and a person would come across 
a lion on the savannah, the likelihood of the lion attacking is small since it would 
have avoided meeting you in the first place. The wild animal will avoid any un-
necessary confrontations. To say that an animal is dangerous to man is to state 
that there is potential relationship between the two. There isn’t. That would be a 
human construction.  

Domestic
Known

Tame
Social Relations

Cultural products
People Oriented

Wild
Unknown
Wild
Distant from humans
Natural products
Full animalness
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The animals in the zoo becomes a fetish to the human.

Zoos are pornographic in that they make the nature of their subjects disappear 
precisely by overexposing them.
       Acampora, 2005

The Zoo is a powerful symbol of dominion: It projects an imperial image of man-
the-monarch - ruler of nature, lord of the wild. (Acampora, 2005) 

In this image we make animals our fetish. 

We go to the Zoo to expect some kind of meeting with the wild but this can never 
be, because we the humans are present. The natural experience would require 
the animals to act natural in their natural habitat and our presence in proximity 
to the animals would cause some kind of participation. 

All this has changed in the Zoo, since the animal is fixed to one location in an 
unnatural habitat where the humans can watch the animal from a close distance. 
This makes the animals immune and passive to our presence and the animals 
are reduced to objects of our spectating. The wild animal in conditions of captivity 
is bound to alter in nature and cease being the creature we want to see. (Hahn, 
1967) The ‘real’ animal in the zoo has been replaced with what we imagine it to 
be. 

He follows up with his main claim about zoos being pornographic in that they 
make the nature of their subjects disappear precisely by overexposing them. 
(Acampora, 2005) Because of this overexposure that numbs the animals to our 
presence, any kind of interaction and natural encounter is wiped away. The 
animal simply cannot encounter us since they can’t do anything about our pres-
ence. So the only ones looking are the humans. And the animals cannot escape 
our vision. They are put on oppressive display and becomes objects of our desire; 
A fetish of the exotic, underlying fear of nature, fantasies of illicit or impossible 
encounter, and a powerful presumption of mastery and control. (Griffin, 1981) The 
classic understanding behind the phenomenon of desire and power implicates 
a master and a slave. This is in particular true for the zoo where the animal will 
always be the slave and the visitor is ensured a role as the master. 

This is a problem because of the objectification of the animal, just as women can 
be seen as a subject of objectification in the porn industry. They are visual objects 
whose meaning is shaped predominantly by the perversions of a patriarchal gaze. 
(Adams, 1994) They stop existing as beings in their own right and instead they 
become servants for our desires. 

The zoo profits on our animal fetish. 
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As long as the zoo maintains an unbalanced Human-Animal 
relationship, the zoo will contribute to humans not understand-
ing their place in the natural order.

“So why is sympathy for other life forms so trivialised today?”
       Armstrong, 2008

Is how we relate to, and treat, the animals a barometer for humanity itself? 

Descartes declared in 1637 that animals are mind- and soulless, and reduced the 
animal to something strictly mechanical. He proudly dissected endless amounts 
of living animals in the name of science. Killing the animal before dissecting 
them wasn’t of high importance, since the reaction, in Descartes highly renowned 
opinion, was that of a machine not feeling the pain. 

In the article The Postcolonial Animal, Dr. Philip Armstrong speaks of a lack of 
sympathy for the animals in western civilisation as a result of colonialism. He ar-
gues that we feel so guilty for the colonial slave trade that we act from an embed-
ded bad conscience in the western collective when we no longer allow ourselves 
to the same agree to have an emotional response to the state of animals and tell 
ourselves: “it’s only an animal”

But what does this desensitised notion towards animals do to us as humans? 

The result for the planet is clear; extinction and exploitation of species, destruc-
tion of habitats, overpopulation and pollution all lead to disruption of food chains 
which creates a devastating imbalance in nature. And we excuse ourselves by 
pointing to the poverty of the 3rd world. As long as humans are suffering, we 
downgrade the importance of caring about the state of nature and the animals. It 
is more important to feed the child than allowing the lion to eat the goat. Met-
aphorically speaking. The analogy is not fair, however. The lion is not the issue. 
How we deal with the issue of living in coexistence with wild animals and nature 
is what determines our humanity. Simply killing the lion and/or destroying its 
habitat is pushing consequences deep into the natural order. 

The biggest killer of habitats has been the western world forcing itself deeper 
into nature. Where land could be won, money earned and power gained, man 
moved forward and habitats and animals fell victim along the way. When did we 
ever have a so-called ‘modern civilisation’ that respected the animals and tru-
ly understood how they, and we -as humans- are interconnected in the natural 
order? 

It is painfully logical to understand the importance of keeping the world in bal-
ance. But what happened to respecting life? How can we make the zoo into a 
place that address and change this cynical frame of mind instead of supporting 
it?
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We see ourselves in the animal.

“What is important for the public is what they can draw out of the animal, espe-
cially in terms of affection and in many cases such affective anthropomorphism 
can lead to misguided action”
            Mullan & Marvin, 1999

Juvenilization of an animal gives us a sense of symbolic power as we gaze upon it 
with patronising eyes. When we look at the animal this way, seeing how it reflects 
characteristics from ourselves, we neglect to respect and understand the real 
animal as it really is. The consequence is that we misinterpret and deeply misun-
derstand how the animal should live. 

In an example from a Dutch zoo, they replaced the metal bars with windows in 
the gorilla and orangutang enclosure to make it look less of a cage and therefore 
more appealing emotionally to the human audience. Now it didn’t seem like the 
animals were in prison any longer. The zoo did not stop to think that by removing 
the bars, they removed 2/3rd’s of the climbing area. A novel intention became 
damaging and confined the animals even more. 

We borrow many descriptions from the animal kingdom in order to emphasise 
our own behaviour. We move like a lynx, are brave as a lion, have the heart of a 
lamb or as proud as a peacock. Though, used in a anthropomorphic sense, the 
animal characteristics seem to outgo the behaviours of the actual animal: no 
shark is as greedy and vicious as a loan shark, no wolf is as alone as a lone wolf. 
An example of how embedded these terms have become, is in the example of the 
Japanese Nintendo DS game “Animals Crossing”; Tom Nook is a shopkeeper who 
is characterised as a raccoon who is a loan shark, hence portraying the traits of 
both the scavenger and the greedy guy ripping you off. We also see it in Disney, 
where the villains lack the cute characteristics; they have the elongated faces and 
bodies, the small eyes and the pointy teeth where our heroes, i.e. Mickey Mouse, 
have big eyes, round heads and child-like proportions. 

The problem with this juvenile symbolic transference is that we get an incorrect 
knowledge about the animal to base our actions on. We think of the animal as a 
being similar to us, and not as a mature being in its own right. In the zoo it cre-
ates an additional problem, since looking upon the animals with these glasses 
means flocking to see newborns and expecting zoos to regularly produce babies 
for us to enjoy with no thought of where the animals go when they grow up. 

The issue with anthropomorphism underlines the zoo as a place for fulfilling hu-
man fantasies, not animalistic life. In the zoo the wild animal becomes the urban 
pet. It is emphasised in the cage and enclosure design, in animal selection and in 
a fast growing merchandise business.
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The zoo animal is a commercial object.

“Animals were seen quite simply as an easily renewable commodity, so that when 
one died it was replaced”
        Mullan & Marvin 1999

We often think of the zoo as a nice place to go, especially if you have kids. We 
think of the zoo as a place to go and watch live animals. We think the zoos are 
helping to protect and preserve animals. We think that the animals are fine. Well, 
for a handful of the top zoos in the world this is almost true. For the rest, the 
scenario is pretty horrific.  

One of the main issues is that there is no convention of rights for animals. Nor 
are the zoos obliged to follow a certain directive in ensuring proper care-taking 
of the animals. They do not have any UN convention outlining a set of rules in 
animal care. It is the zoo themselves that can govern this as they see fit, and if it 
brings in visitors money to show off newborns or the super stars of the zoos, they 
have every law written right to do so. 

A raison d’être for the zoo is their acclaimed partaking in the protection of spe-
cies. This motivation is somewhat clouded and historically it is very ironic: Before 
the 70s, zoological gardens from all over the world were a major contributor in 
the extinction of whole species. The most ordinary way of filling the gardens with 
larger mammals were by shooting the mothers and capturing the babies. By do-
ing so, you had effectively stopped the survival possibilities for this species. “For 
every animal you saw in the zoo” - claimed an animal seller who were active in 
the far east as late as the 70s “you should calculate 10 dead animals in its path” 
Even if the animals had survived the trip, their chances of survival were low; 
stress, illnesses, foreign bacteria and a wrong diet killed many. (Weekendavisen, 
own translation, 2008)

Nowadays western and acclaimed zoos are self sufficient with animals through 
an extensive trade program worldwide. Animals are being bred in zoos to sell to 
-at best- other zoos. They are also being sold privately, to circuses, to the indus-
try and to slaughterhouses. The biggest consequence of the breeding programs 
is the ‘warehousing-effect’ or ‘the overspill’, which is leftover animals; the, often 
male, adult animals who take up space and have outgrown their cuteness and 
therefore cannot sell tickets anymore. These animals are never the endangered 
species, they just make cute babies and good business in sales.  

As long as it is good business to have a zoo, the zoos will continue to exist.
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The zoo is a post-imperialistic power symbol.

“... the zoos were also a part of the imperialistic agenda where Europe was in the 
process of conquering the whole world and from there sending home little pieces 
of proof of superiority in the shape of animals. When the citizens of Europe could 
see how the exotic animals could be oppressed, confined and put on display, they 
became as powerful as the kings before them.”
             Weekendavisen, August 22. 2008

Next pages; Timeline of central human-animal 
touchpoints from pre-historic times to modernity.  
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