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display for humans, zoos engage their visitors in a rit-
ual ordering of the world, fostering an exotic gaze and 
an imagining of wild and faraway places.

Before my academic career, I worked as an educa-
tor at a zoo for several years in Chicago. My experienc-
es there helped me to realize the problematic prem-

ise that belies the zoo 
experience. Despite 
thoughtful effort on 
the part of zoos to en-
gage visitors in mean-

ingful conservation education, zoos invoke colonial 
narratives about people, places, and animals. While 
we intend for zoos to educate the public about conser-
vation, we should also be mindful of the hidden curric-
ulum experienced in a zoo.

A HIDDEN COLONIAL CURRICULUM

The colonial history of zoos is well known. At first, 
early zoos exhibited the victims of conquest—people, 
plants, and animals. As they evolved into public spac-
es and institutions, they continued the narrative of 
human dominance over nature, representing the col-
lected specimen of knowledgeable societies. Zoos have 
moved from being a menagerie of conquered animals 
(and people) to collections that reflect the accumulat-
ed knowledge of difference and identity.

Early menageries, such as those hosted by roy-
alty, were part of a colonial-era education to expose 
other parts of the world to Westerners. The colonial 
project sought to bring the world under both physical 
and epistemological control. Colonialism was, in large 
part, an educational project. Places, animals, and peo-
ple were named and ordered through a Western lens.

Early zoo buildings were organized by taxonomy—
cats, primates, ungulates all placed together. While 
the eighteenth-century Linnaean system of organizing 
living things is not wrong, per se, it is a uniquely West-
ern way to portray species relationships, displacing 
other ways of envisioning the living creatures of the 

The shooting of Harambe the gorilla at the Cin-
cinnati Zoo has reignited debate about how to prop-
erly care for and conserve zoo animals. Several peti-
tions have been created on Change.org, seeking some 
form of justice for Harambe. Given the conservation 
mission of the modern zoo, there is much discussion 
about how we might make zoos better to prevent an 
event like the one that led to Harambe’s death.

But what if the entire premise of zoos is to blame? 
Instead of seeking justice for Harambe, or improving 
zoo policies or exhibit design, we should first ask what, 
precisely, are we conserving in zoos? In my view, we 
are perpetuating an outmoded worldview rooted in 
colonialism.

WESTERN ORDERING OF THE WORLD

American zoos are focused primarily on conser-
vation and education, according to the American Zoo 
and Aquarium Association. However, the purpose of 
zoos has been a source of contention for some time, 
as has their practice of keeping wild animals captive. 
Debates regarding animal rights and welfare, the poor 
success rate of programs to reintroduce animals into 
the wild, and a negative reaction to seeing animals 
caged have troubled many a zoo visitor.

The shooting death of Harambe has once again 
raised concern for an individual animal’s well-being in 
the confines of a zoo. Harambe, an otherwise healthy 
gorilla, was put down in order to save the life of a young 
boy who had fallen into its enclosure. And while this 
type of event is relatively rare, animals in zoos may be 
fated by the very institution we have created to protect 
them. By enclosing creatures in order to put them on 

IS IT TIME TO BREAK WITH THE COLONIAL 
LEGACY OF ZOOS? 

By Jason Michael Lukasik

Zoos invoke colonial 
narratives about people, 
places, and animals.

REVIEWS &

REFLECTIONS



THINK HERE 46REVIEWS AND REFLECTIONS

MINDING NATURE

Zoo visitors have learned the rules of the game—
animals are enclosed, not caged; animals are in the 
enclosure, people are not. Exotic places, animals, and 
people are neatly represented in essential ways. The 
desire to conform the world to one of our own narra-
tion is an articulation of the colonial project.

But when these rules are broken, our imagined 
construct of the world begins to crumble. A young 
boy falls into the moat, and our ordering of animals 
breaks down. The child longs to see the majestic ape 
up close, though he is now in extreme danger. The go-
rilla is killed to maintain the mirage, so that zoos may 
continue to conserve colonialism. There are places for 
animals. There are places for people. We thought we 
knew where each belonged.
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world. And while modern zoo buildings now focus on 
geographic areas—Africa, Asia, South America—with 
extensive immersion exhibits, these newer exhibits are 
inspired by tales of travel to exotic and faraway places.

The most popular animals featured in zoos are 
those that come from “exotic” areas that are geograph-
ically remote from the Western countries that exhibit 
them. The buildings that house them feature lush veg-
etation, waterfalls, and, most importantly, cageless ex-
hibits. We do not like to acknowledge that animals are 
enclosed, and so modern zoo exhibits are designed to 
disguise the enclosure using glass panels, moats, and 
other deceptions. The result is what Nigel Rothfels, 
author of Savages and Beasts: The Birth of the Mod-
ern Zoo, calls a “convincing verisimilitude.”

We may consider ourselves to be post-colonial, 
but colonial narratives continue to inform our un-
derstanding of the world and the animals and people 
who live there. This framing is no longer appropriate, 
but how do we shed the colonial narrative and seek an 
integration of diverse cultural narratives of the land, 
people, and places? How might the modern zoo be-
come post-colonial?

REMOVING THE CAGE

When the Regenstein African Journey opened 
at Chicago’s Lincoln Park Zoo in 2003, visitors who 
had never been to Africa commented on how real the 
exhibit felt to them. How did they know? The cues 
were there: naturalistic surroundings and waterfalls, 
a meandering footpath, thatched roof huts. It is how 
we imagine Africa to be. We long for a colonial expe-
rience—a close encounter with a wild animal in a wild 
place. Close, but controlled. The dangers of past co-
lonial travel are supposed to be non-existent in the 
zoo visit. We long to experience exotic animals on our 
terms. Zoos still today reflect the menageries of the co-
lonial era, allowing people to view exotic animals at a 
safe distance.
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