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A Conceptual Perspective: 

The Psychology of the Zoo

Abstract

This article introduces the conceptual framework of the psychology of the zoo — a multi-
disciplinary construct describing human adaptation and behavioral regulation within 
controlled, hierarchical environments. Synthesizing perspectives from applied psychology, 
criminology, and social theory, the study argues that “zoo-like” systems emerge naturally 
whenever human collectives confront structural asymmetries of power, knowledge, or 
technology. Drawing upon Foucault’s theory of discipline, Goffman’s analysis of total 
institutions, and Zimbardo’s experimental findings on situational conformity, the paper 
explores how confinement, surveillance, and normalization shape identity formation and 
moral agency.

Methodologically, the article employs a conceptual-analytical and phenomenological 
approach, combining grounded theoretical synthesis with comparative mapping of insti-
tutional forms — monastic, military, carceral, and corporate. The psychology of the zoo is 
proposed as a diagnostic and interpretive model for understanding adaptive and regressive 
mechanisms in environments of sustained constraint. Ultimately, the paper suggests that 
the task of applied psychology and criminology is not to dismantle such systems, but to 
transform them into spaces of conscious self-regulation where discipline fosters, rather 
than annihilates, human subjectivity.
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Introduction

The subject of this article is the psychology of the zoo — a conceptual framework that al-
lows us to analyze how mechanisms of control, observation, classification, and behavioral 
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conditioning operate within societies. This concept is not limited to physical zoos or the 
treatment of animals; rather, it serves as a metaphor and analytical model for understanding 
the subtle and overt ways in which human beings are enclosed, categorized, and governed.

The inspiration for this ref lection can be traced to a moment in Roadside Picnic by 
the Strugatsky brothers, where Dr. Pillman, asked about the greatest discovery, replies: 
“The fact of the Visit.” Analogously, in the context of this article, the very existence of the 
phenomenon we call “zoo psychology” is already the core discovery. It is not a speculative 
hypothesis or metaphorical f lourish — it is a material and psychological structure that 
operates across historical, political, and social levels.

We begin by tracing its historical emergence, then move into its structural dynamics, 
and conclude by outlining its implications for understanding contemporary society.

The Historical Genealogy of Zoo Psychology

The notion of the zoo as a site of human-animal interaction is deeply rooted in history, but 
to understand the psychological dimension, we must look beyond biological curiosity or 
entertainment. The zoo — both in practice and as an idea — emerges alongside the develop-
ment of imperial conquest, colonial classification systems, and the expansion of European 
epistemologies of power (Elias, 1939; Long & Sedley, 1997).

Take, for example, the Spanish conquest of the Aztec Empire. In this context, we see 
not just military domination, but a deep ontological violence — the classification of the 
colonized as subhuman, irrational, and wild. The conquerors do not merely defeat the indig-
enous populations; they reorder their worlds. Through language, religion, and institutions 
(including the Inquisition), they impose a new cognitive and moral structure in which the 
colonized are positioned as specimens to be studied, corrected, domesticated, or displayed 
(Szondi, 1947; Durkheim, 1912).

This colonial logic functions precisely as a zoo operates: it is not the animality of the 
subject that justifies the cage — it is the act of caging that produces the subject as animal. 
The moment of enclosure is also the moment of dehumanization. From this perspective, the 
psychology of the zoo is inextricably linked to the psychology of empire.

Regimes of the Zoo: From Domination to Soft Containment

To advance this framework, we must introduce the concept of zoo regimes. These are modes 
or configurations through which the principles of the zoo are applied within human societies. 
They vary in intensity, visibility, and structure, but they share a common logic: the manage-
ment of bodies and behaviors under the guise of care, safety, order, or civilization.

The Hard Zoo: Enclosure and Spectacle

At one extreme, we encounter what may be called the hard zoo — spaces of overt containment 
and surveillance: prisons, refugee camps, colonized territories, even psychiatric institutions 
in their more authoritarian historical forms. Clear boundaries, hierarchies, and systems of 
reward and punishment characterize these spaces.

The inhabitants are observed, their movements controlled, their behaviors regulated 
according to externally imposed norms. Their visibility is part of their captivity — like 
animals in an exhibition, they are made legible to power through documentation, catego-
rization, and display.
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The Soft Zoo: Society as ‘National Park’

At the other end lies the soft zoo — or what might be termed the national park model. Here, 
the mechanisms of control are more sophisticated and less visible. Individuals are granted 
relative autonomy, mobility, and the illusion of freedom. However, their choices remain con-
strained within pre-defined parameters.

This is perhaps the most insidious form of containment. It operates through inter-
nalized norms, algorithmic governance, market incentives, and ideological conditioning. 
Citizens believe themselves to be free agents, but their “freedom” is cultivated within 
a carefully managed environment — much like animals in a wildlife reserve. They do not 
see the boundaries because the enclosure has become psychological.

In this light, society itself becomes indistinguishable from a national park — a habitat 
that mimics wildness while remaining under strict supervision. The zoo, in its modern form, 
no longer needs visible bars; it operates through protocols, metrics, and behavioral cues.

The Inversion of Civilization: Why Do the Civilized Behave Like Conquerors?

This leads us to a disturbing paradox: the very societies that see themselves as civilized — as 
paragons of ethics, science, and progress — often engage in practices that replicate the logic 
of domination they claim to have transcended.

Why, for example, do “civilized” nations travel thousands of miles to impose order on 
foreign territories under the pretext of humanitarianism, democracy, or development? Why 
do they construct camps, zones, walls, and surveillance infrastructures in the name of peace?

The answer lies in the persistence of the zoo psychology. Civilization, in this schema, does 
not oppose barbarism — it refines and rationalizes it. The colonial explorer becomes the park 
ranger; the missionary becomes the social worker; the soldier becomes the humanitarian. The 
logic is unchanged: the other must be managed, improved, or confined — for their own good 
or for the good of the system.

Methodology

This article employs a conceptual-analytical methodology, combining interpretive frame-
works from applied psychology, criminology, and social theory. The purpose is not to present 
empirical data but to establish a coherent heuristic model — the “zoo” as a psychosocial con-
struct explaining adaptive and maladaptive human responses in controlled environments.

The methodological foundation draws from:
•	 Foucault’s concept of disciplinary systems (Discipline and Punish, Foucault, 1975), 

describes surveillance as a mechanism of internalized control;
•	 Goffman’s theory of total institutions (Asylums, Goffman, 1961), analyzing behav-

ioral regulation in closed communities;
•	 Zimbardo’s situational psychology (Stanford Prison Experiment, Zimbardo, 1973), 

which reveals the transformation of ordinary individuals under systemic pressure.
These frameworks are synthesized to define the zoo not as a metaphor but as a psy-

chological environment characterized by:
(1)	 spatial and cognitive confinement;
(2)	 role-based behavioral regulation; and
(3)	 the substitution of moral agency by procedural obedience.
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The analysis proceeds through comparative phenomenological mapping, identifying struc-
tural similarities between institutional systems (military, monastic, carceral, and corporate). 
The interpretive method follows a grounded-theory orientation (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), 
allowing the theoretical model to emerge from observed cross-domain parallels rather than 
from a single case study.

Textual and historical materials are used as secondary data sources, while theoretical 
integration relies on triangulating psychological constructs — adaptation, regression, obe-
dience, and performative compliance. This approach is consistent with qualitative method-
ologies in criminological psychology, which aim to reveal latent mechanisms of control and 
subject formation rather than quantify behavioral outputs (Charmaz, 2006).

Results and Discussion

The Psychology of the Zoo: Human, System, and the Limits of Adaptation

The Social Zoo as a Model of Civilizational Interaction

Historical experience reveals a recurring pattern: whenever two sociocultural systems of unequal 
strength collide, a hierarchical structure inevitably emerges — one that can be metaphorically 
described as a zoo. The stronger side places the weaker within a system of constraints — po-
litical, economic, or cultural — justified as a means of “ordering chaos” (Foucault, 1975; Said, 
1978; Kets de Vries, 2001).

This process of domesticating the Other produces a stable psychological model: the 
internalization of inequality as a natural order. In this sense, the zoo is not merely a space 
of confinement but an instrument of civilizational control. The subject is deprived of au-
tonomy yet allowed to exist safely within prescribed boundaries.

The Zoo as an Instrument of Adaptation and Personality Transformation

From an applied psychological perspective, a closed environment serves as a powerful 
mechanism for personality transformation.

Within highly regulated settings—such as military units, monastic communities, or 
submarine crews—individuals develop behavioral patterns that minimize cognitive dis-
sonance between internal desires and external norms (Nietzsche, 1887; Festinger, 1957).

In this regard, the zoo functions as a form of adaptive training—a space in which in-
dividuals are forced to close the gap between “I can” and “I do.” Yet prolonged exposure to 
such environments may lead to regression rather than growth (Bion, 1961). Mechanisms 
that once supported adaptation transform into dependency and learned helplessness (Se-
ligman, 1975).

In this regard, the zoo functions as a form of adaptive training — a space in which 
individuals are forced to close the gap between “I can” and “I do.” Yet prolonged exposure 
to such environments may lead to regression rather than growth (Bion, 1961). Mechanisms 
that once supported adaptation transform into dependency and learned helplessness (Se-
ligman, 1975).

Thus, the psychology of the zoo represents a dynamic equilibrium between adaptation 
and the loss of subjectivity — a phenomenon well-documented in studies of institutional 
and prison behavior (Lombroso, 1876; Goffman, 1961; Zimbardo 1973).
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Society as a Managed Habitat?

In sum, the psychology of the zoo is a model for understanding how societies organize power 
relations through containment, visibility, and behavioral conditioning. It allows us to see 
the continuity between colonial conquest and modern governance, between cages and algo-
rithms, between prisons and social networks.

The zoo is not merely a place — it is a system of thought. It is a way of structuring the 
world into categories of norm and deviance, wildness and civility, freedom and control.

And thus, we return to our initial conceptual proposition:

Figure 1: Society = National Park = Zoo

This is not a metaphor. It is a structural equation, a working hypothesis, and perhaps, 
most disturbingly, a lived reality.

If the zoo can be seen as a  containment environment, the circus represents 
its performative extension — a  public display of systemically approved excellence. 
In sociopsychological terms, the circus showcases the normative ideal, where the “best” 
individuals demonstrate the highest level of obedience and training.

As Goffman (1961) noted, such demonstrative compliance often entails a profound loss 
of authenticity and internal freedom. The circus, therefore, is not an alternative to the zoo 
but its evolved stage: a domain where control becomes voluntary and even desirable. The 
individual not only accepts limitations but also derives identity and prestige from them, 
transforming dependence into a status symbol.

From Environmental Model to Psychological Model

To analyze the individual’s functioning within the zoo, one may represent the psyche as 
a four-quadrant model:

•	 Vertical axis — from regression (below) to hypercompensation (above);
•	 Horizontal axis — from knowledge (left) to ability (right).

Upon entering a restrictive environment, a person retains this internal structure, yet the 
direction of activation shifts.

A bad zoo lacks access to knowledge—no textbook, no clear explanation of rules. The 
individual is forced to reconstruct the system through trial and punishment, which fosters 
anxiety, conformity, and aggression (Bandura, 1973).
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This pattern is evident in closed institutions such as the military, prisons, and corporate 
hierarchies. Where knowledge is concealed or replaced by sanctions, deindividuation aris-
es (Le Bon, 1895; Zimbardo 2007): conscious agency is replaced by automatic, role-bound 
behavior.

Analysis of the Recent Research

Regression, Adaptation, and the Status Mechanism within the Psychology of the Zoo

In the framework of the psychology of the zoo, regression should not be viewed merely as 
a pathological retreat but as a fundamental adaptive mechanism. Within closed or hierar-
chically constrained environments, regressive defenses of the psyche become the primary 
tools of survival and social navigation. Quantitatively, one might imagine that only a min-
imal fraction — approximately five percent — of the psychic structure functions through 
hypercompensatory mechanisms, while the remaining ninety-five percent is dedicated to 
adaptation. This adaptation, however, is initiated and sustained precisely through regression.

Any process of human adjustment (Homo sapiens) begins with the activation of regres-
sive defenses. These mechanisms enable the psyche to recalibrate under conditions of loss, 
deprivation, or environmental constraint. What follows is the emergence of difference — 
a crucial variable that defines both the subjective and social architecture of life within the 
zoo. It is this differentiation that structures meaning, status, and hierarchy.

The absence of difference erodes psychological stability and social order. Even within 
seemingly trivial contexts — such as two individuals wearing identical attire — the anxiety 
stems not from similarity itself but from the loss of distinction. In the social zoo, difference 
defines status, and status defines identity. The drive for upward movement — toward sta-
tus — is, psychologically, a movement from regression to hypercompensation. Knowledge 
and skill, while theoretically valuable, play a secondary role in this vertical process; the real 
psychological vector is not horizontal (learning) but vertical (transformation).

Experience becomes the primary medium of adaptation. The faster one learns expe-
rientially, the faster stabilization occurs. Yet the conditions of the zoo determine whether 
learning is possible at all. In military systems, training is institutionalized; in carceral 
systems, it is replaced by prohibition. These environments differ in structure yet share 
a common psychological law: adaptation through constraint.

Status, in turn, generates a recursive system of prohibition. The carceral order is sustained 
not through instruction but through the perpetuation of forbidden acts — a game of control 
and transgression. This dynamic is vividly illustrated in literary and historical depictions of 
closed military or penitentiary institutions, where the threat of harsh punishment epitomizes 
the logic of confinement without exit, forming an archetypal “zoo without release.”

Analytical Implications

This discussion foregrounds three analytical insights relevant to applied psychology and 
criminological theory:

1.	 Regression as functional adaptation:
Regressive defenses are not inherently pathological; they constitute the initial stage of ad-
aptation under extreme constraint. In the four-quadrant psychological model introduced 
earlier (vertical axis: regression ↔ hypercompensation; horizontal axis: knowledge ↔ abil-
ity), regression serves as the necessary precondition for movement along the vertical axis.
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2.	 Status as an adaptive incentive:
Within the zoo, difference (status) functions as the primary reward system. The pursuit of 
distinction, rather than material comfort, drives the individual’s psychological mobility. 
In this sense, status replaces freedom as the central motivational construct.

3.	 Institutional differentiation of adaptation models:
Different zoo-like systems regulate adaptation through distinct mechanisms:
•	 Military and monastic institutions embed pedagogical models of guided transformation.
•	 Carceral institutions enforce adaptation through prohibition and deprivation, pro-

ducing cyclical regression rather than progress.

These distinctions illuminate the central paradox of zoo psychology: environments that 
restrict autonomy also stimulate complex adaptive behaviors aimed at restoring it symbol-
ically. The regressive mechanism becomes both a symptom of constraint and a catalyst for 
psychological evolution.

Ultimately, the psychology of the zoo provides a conceptual lens for understanding how 
human beings reconstruct meaning, status, and agency under structural confinement. The 
discussion emphasizes that regression, far from being a sign of weakness, may represent the 
psyche’s most efficient tool for negotiating life within systems of absolute control.

The Game of Prohibition, Social Adventure, and Prototype Zoos

Within carceral systems, the central organizing principle is the game of prohibition. Insti-
tutional life, in essence, revolves around restriction: all discussions, negotiations, and social 
interactions are filtered through the lens of what is permitted and what is forbidden. Rules 
are not merely abstract; they structure daily existence, regulating movement, privileges,  

Figure 2: Four-quadrant model of the psyche
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and behavior. For example, conversations within the prison often center entirely on prohibi-
tions or on situations generated by these prohibitions.

When an individual exits this constrained environment, they enter broader society, 
which, while structurally different, maintains analogous implicit rules. The transition 
does not automatically provide explanation or guidance; the individual carries the learned 
patterns of interaction from the carceral “zoo” into everyday life. In this context, the in-
ternalized game of prohibition transforms into a pursuit of adventure — life is perceived as 
a series of challenges and tests against implicit limits. Former prisoners, habituated to the 
continuous negotiation of prohibition, continue to operate under the same underlying psy-
chology in social spaces, manifesting a heightened propensity for risk-taking and novelty.

The structural logic of the game of prohibition can be traced to historical maxims, 
such as the Roman adage: “Quod licet Iovi, non licet bovi” (“What is permitted to Jupiter 
is not permitted to the ox”). Within zoo-like hierarchies, this principle delineates status: 
privileges and resources are unequally distributed according to rank. Certain activities 
or objects are reserved for high-status actors, while others are denied to those of lower 
rank. In effect, status generates prohibition, and prohibition, in turn, creates a fertile field 
of social adventures. The continuous interplay of restriction and opportunity structures 
human behavior and motivates the search for differentiation and autonomy (Arendt, 1958).

This conceptual framework is exemplified by thought experiments such as the “Sondi 
bus” scenario, in which passengers — including relatives — occupy a confined vehicle. If 
one considers this bus as the first prototype of a zoo, it becomes a foundational schema for 
understanding constrained social environments. This prototype allows for the extrapo-
lation of a broader psychology of the zoo: a systematic, unconscious structure by which 
humans navigate hierarchies, negotiate prohibitions, and internalize social norms (Jung, 
1959). Meditative engagement with such prototypical scenarios illuminates the automatic 
and unconscious operations of the psychology of the zoo, revealing its role as a proto-
psychology of humanity.

From a research perspective, these insights suggest that seemingly disparate social 
settings — prisons, military units, isolated work teams — may be analyzed using shared 
principles: regulation through prohibition, hierarchy-driven differentiation, and the trans-
lation of constraint into adaptive or exploratory behaviors. Recognizing prototype zoos 
provides a heuristic for mapping the implicit psychological rules governing human inter-
action in any institutionally bounded environment.

Conclusion

Modern society perpetuates the logic of the zoo through unquestioned normative frameworks.
The principle that ‘ignorance of the law excuses no one’ institutionalises the presump-

tion of guilt — knowledge is replaced by surveillance and learning by punishment. From 
a criminological psychology perspective, this creates what might be termed ‘social impris-
onment’: a latent fear of breaking rules that are not fully understood.

Such structures enhance social controllability while simultaneously diminishing au-
tonomy, creativity, and critical thinking (Fromm, 1941; Milgram, 1974). In this sense, the 
social zoo is not merely a metaphor, but rather a persistent socio-psychological construct 
in which observation, evaluation, and sanctioning replace internal moral regulation.

Overall, the psychology of the zoo provides a conceptual framework for understanding 
closed, hierarchical systems — from monasteries to corporations and military units — as labo-
ratories of human adaptation to structural power. These systems are not inherently oppressive; 
they emerge when distinct forms of power — technological, cultural, or institutional — collide.
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The central task of contemporary applied psychology and criminology is therefore 
not to abolish the zoo, but rather to understand its architecture; to define the limits of 
permissible control; and to design environments in which discipline sustains, rather than 
erodes, human subjectivity.

Implications for Further Research

The patterns identified in this discussion suggest several avenues for empirical investigation. 
Future research could systematically examine how regressive defenses and status-seeking 
behaviors interact across different “zoo-like” institutions, including military units, prisons, 
and autonomous team environments. Comparative studies might clarify the mechanisms 
by which training, prohibition, and environmental constraint modulate adaptive trajec-
tories. Furthermore, longitudinal analyses could illuminate the conditions under which 
regression transitions into hypercompensation, providing actionable insights for applied 
psychology and criminology in both rehabilitative and organizational contexts.
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