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ABSTRACT

The article examines the personal and family-level 
strategies necessary to survive conditions of civil 
unrest in the United States, illustrated by recent 
deployments of National Guard and Marine forces 
in Los Angeles. The author emphasizes practical 
individual preparedness. Key themes include the 
psychological impact of isolation, the importance 
of situational awareness, home readiness measures, 
community-level cooperation, and an understand-
ing of local laws regarding self-defense. Drawing 
from personal experiences and real historical ex-
amples, the author provides actionable guidance 
for maintaining safety and security when official 
responses are delayed or limited.

Keywords
civil unrest, situational awareness, home prepar-
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INTRODUCTION

June 9, 2025, President Trump activates soldiers 
from the California National Guard and Marines 
from 29 Palms to protect federal buildings and 
employees in the Los Angeles area (Luscombe 
& Gambino, 2025; Mangan, 2025). What some 
officials have claimed in the media as a peaceful 
protest has turned into civil unrest damaging 
property, injuring police officers and disrupting 

the lives and safety of citizens. The movement is 
growing across the United States especially in 
major cities.

While considerable debate continues over the 
precise implications of the Insurrection Act of 
1807 and the Posse Comitatus Act of 1878‑en-
acted under President Rutherford B. Hayes to 
restrict the use of federal military forces in do-
mestic law enforcement — an unresolved issue 
remains: in the event that martial law is declared 
and military authority supplants civilian gov-
ernance, what are the subsequent legal and po-
litical ramifications (Wikipedia contributors, 
2025; Kettl, 2025)?

This is not an article about any of the poli-
cies, this is about personal and family survival 
in the extreme conditions created by civil unrest. 
Man-made and natural disasters — including 
events such as large-scale protests and mass 
shootings (Wilson, 2023)—can quickly turn 
our society into a kind of zoo which affects us 
psychologically, socially as well as physically. 
Most of us watch on the news the actions and 
reactions of those trapped in the “zoo”.

Any significant disruptive event can cause 
chaos and challenge the peace, security and 
safety we take for granted. At least with nat-
ural disasters like hurricanes, or tornados the 
Federal Emergency Management Agency and 
other organizations will respond. Throughout 
history and across all nations, riots, chaos, and 
widespread civil unrest have repeatedly occurred 
(Arenales, 2024; Brown, 2015). During such 
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clude maintaining psychological resilience during 
isolation, developing daily situational awareness, 
preparing the home with essential supplies and 
clear evacuation plans, coordinating with local 
community structures for mutual support, and 
understanding the legal boundaries of civilian 
self-defense. These measures together strengthen 
personal safety and community resilience during 
prolonged or extreme unrest scenarios.

DISCUSSION AND PRACTICAL 
ADVICES

Psychological Impact of Isolation During Unrest

Isolation during civil unrest will create feelings 
of loneliness, sadness, depression, anxiety, sleep 
disruption, emotional problems and all of this 
can create physical effects on the body, weaking 
the immune system, and increasing stress. This 
is something that was endured by many over the 
Covid Pandemic in 2020 (Lepskiy, 2020). The lack 
of social interaction for the human animal will 
take its toll but it is also resilient and given some 
time will adapt.

For example, for many years I  lived and 
worked in a violent, dangerous part of town. 
I became accustomed to hearing sounds of vi-
olence, gunshots, screams, arguments, sirens. 
Many years removed from that environment 
I still have the memories and lingering effects. 
Decades have passed since my time in the mili-
tary, but the experience has stayed with me.

My colleagues in Ukraine experience nightly, 
the effects of war, drone, rocket, and missile at-
tacks. In the beginning I’m sure everyone would 
go to a shelter, this is normal, but eventually you 
just stay away from the windows and continue 
with life, and this is also normal (Maltsev, 2023). 
They have become conditioned. It has been 
shown that adaptation potential plays a crucial 
role in preserving psychological health (Lunov, 
Lytvynenko, Maltsev, & Zlatova, 2022). The ef-
fects of their experience will stay with them for 
the rest of their lives.

Individuals, families, as well as communities 
that have experienced trauma and isolation be-
cause of unrest will be changed. Physical scars, 
emotional scars, and mental scars will heal over 
time and getting professional assistance is an ad-
vantage. In the short term, keep yourself focused 
on surviving the chaos.

It is essential to keep your mind focused — 
task and purpose — and anchored in a clear 

events, ensuring safety becomes the primary 
concern; no response, recovery, or assistance 
efforts can proceed effectively until the affected 
area is stabilized and secured, which inevitably 
delays any external support (Tin, Cheng, Hata, 
Shin, & Ciottone, 2023).

In such scenarios, essential infrastructure 
may be severely compromised: electrical grids 
may fail, utilities may become inoperable, po-
table water supplies may be disrupted, and 
food availability may dwindle rapidly, given 
that most retail outlets maintain only limited 
inventories sufficient for approximately three 
days. Furthermore, the loss of communication 
networks — including the Internet and mobile 
phone services — can render emergency services 
inaccessible, leaving affected populations with-
out viable means to request or receive assistance.

METHODOLOGY

This article uses a descriptive and practice-oriented 
methodological approach. The core method is 
a narrative review based on the author’s profession-
al security experience and observations gathered 
over years of work in high-risk environments. The 
author draws on selected historical examples — 
including the 1992 Los Angeles riots, the 2020 
Kenosha unrest, and recent deployments of the 
National Guard — to illustrate recurring patterns 
in civil unrest and community responses.

Additionally, publicly available reports, me-
dia sources, and official emergency preparedness 
guidelines (e. g., FEMA recommendations) are 
used to support practical recommendations. The 
author combines these sources with anecdotal 
evidence and personal case stories to highlight 
psychological, social, and logistical aspects of 
surviving civil unrest.

The focus is on synthesizing lessons learned 
from real events and translating them into prac-
tical steps for individuals, families, and com-
munities. This applied approach aims to pro-
vide readers with actionable advice grounded in 
real-world experience and documented events.

RESULTS

The main result demonstrated in this article is that, 
despite the unpredictability and severity of civil 
unrest events, an individual can ensure personal 
and family survival through knowledge, practical 
skills, and adaptability. Key practical outcomes in-
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sense of direction. Establishing simple daily 
tasks provides structure and helps prevent feel-
ings of helplessness by giving you purpose. By 
dividing complex challenges into smaller, man-
ageable actions, you can maintain focus and con-
tinue to make progress. Concentrate on what is 
within your power and do not dwell on what lies 
beyond your control.

Situational Awareness and Early Warning Signs

Situational awareness is a critical skill that I con-
sistently use every day, even if I’m not leaving the 
house or heading to work. Situational awareness 
arrives as a security imperative promising to help 
navigate this uncertainty (Hentschel, Krasmann, 
& Zebrowski, 2025). It’s a term I hear used all the 
time but is misunderstood by many that do not 
work in the security industry. Let me break this 
down for you. If you travel or live a high profile 
or high threat life, I encourage you to get some 
training in this subject.

It starts with gathering information. Take 
a quick assessment of the risks you might face 
in your life. It could range from kidnapping to 
armed robbery, or even assassination, public at-
tacks, terror attacks, war, the possibility of civil 
unrest and mob rule. I want to take inventory of 
the threats I might face and what I might fear?

Equally important is understanding your 
immediate environment: How well do you know 
your home? Your neighborhood, your commu-
nity and where you work? I gather information 
from the local and world news, police and weath-
er alerts. I always gather from multiple sources 
and sort through what I need. If you are travel-
ling, gather information on the local culture and 
customs. Knowing the basics goes a long way. 
There are intelligence service companies, like 
Stratfor that provide reports and companies 
like Escape The Wolf that provide training.

Establish the “baseline”. What is nor-
mal? What is out of place? If everyone is 
walking in the same direction and at the 
same speed. Then this may be normal. If 
they are running in the other direction. 
This is usually not normal. Baseline de-
fines what is normal activity. Normal is 
good.

Normal sounds, normal traffic, normal 
movement, anything that differs from base-
line is something to pay attention to. In many 
cases the baseline can be established through 
observation and listening skills. Tuning into 
your senses grants access to a “sixth sense” — the 

instinctive gut feeling often referred to as intu-
ition. If something does not feel right, it likely 
is not; it is important to act accordingly. I first 
began developing this skill while exploring the 
woods during my childhood in Missouri, and 
later honed it through military service and work 
as a tracker. Applying these skills to the urban 
jungle was the next step for me. I recommend 
the book by Gavin DeBecker, The Gift of Fear 
(de Becker, 1997).

The next phase can be particularly challeng-
ing in our modern, fast-paced world. It is essen-
tial to minimize distractions, especially when 
in public settings. The smart phone, or cellular 
phone is a great communication and information 
tool, it is also the biggest distraction we have. 
Many people walk with phone in hand, head 
down, eyes fixed on the small screen, which sig-
nificantly reduces situational awareness. If you 
need to use your phone, use an earpiece, keep 
your head up and focused. Even better is to find 
a place to use your phone, make that call, or send 
that text message.

Exercise

Try this one morning when you have some time. 
Go to a busy public place and sit down and watch. 
What are most of the people you observe paying 
attention to? I’ve seen people walk into curbs, cars, 
signs, and trees. Break your habit of using your 
phone in public.

https://stratfor.com/
https://escapethewolf.com/
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Bonus exercise: During your morning obser-
vation ask yourself, what is the baseline? How 
are people dressed? How are they walking? Give 
context to what you are witnessing. When I take 
students in public to work skills. I will ask them 
questions. Is this person right-handed, left-hand-
ed? Are they carrying a weapon? Are they con-
fident? Who, what, where, when, why and how, 
questions that give you context.

The last element to add to the equation is 
present moment awareness. The ability to fo-
cus purely on what is happening around you. If 
you have ever practiced mediation, or prayer, or 
played sports to a level that you were in the f low. 
Your mind is quiet, your senses are gathering 
information, your body is moving and reacting. 
This is presence. At this point your decision-
making skills are at efficient levels. No worries, 
or the future, or past. Fully focused on the pres-
ent moment.

Charles Worsham, a master tracker and ed-
ucator when speaking to us said, “the quality 
of attention without intention.” I  personally 
thought time had caught up with him. It took me 
several years to really understand the depth of 
the lessons he was putting out. Limit distractions 
and give your attention to the present moment.

A close friend and security mentor, Joe V. 
told me, “You can tell who the good guys and 
bad guys in a crowd are. We are the only ones 
paying attention. We are the hunters.”

Gather information and sort it through to 
find common threads. If traveling or visiting 

a new place, do your research on the people, 
place and situation. Establish “baseline” what is 
the normal activity for the time, day and place. 
Limit your distractions, especially in public. No 
smartphone use in public.. Pay attention to what 
is happening in the present moment.

Downtown areas or city centers are usually 
the places where protest is focused but civil un-
rest can happen anywhere (Michael et al., 2025; 
Protests Against Immigration Raids Spring up in 
Cities Across U. S., 2025). The city center usually 
is where the main police headquarters are locat-
ed, the justice center, and government buildings. 
This is also a place where many workers will 
be affected. With this in mind you may need 
a strategy to get out of the area on foot, to your 
car, and get home or even out of the city.

Pay attention to the news, and to what you 
see going on around the area. Look for signals 
and signs of disturbances. Extra police presence, 
barricades, sights, and sounds. As an example: 
You see a large crowd gathering and get a “bad 
feeling” change directions and avoid the crowd.

Pro Tip: When faced with an angry mob, 
protest, or riot situation. Leave as quickly as pos-
sible. Get out of the area. It is important to not 
be confrontational, but blend with the crowd. 
You may look different, you may be dressed dif-
ferently, but your behavior can allow you to f low 
with the crowd until you can escape. Use natural 
and manmade barriers to your advantage with-
out becoming boxed in and trapped.

Home Preparation: Supplies, Communication, 
Safe Zones

Because of the nature of my work in security, I car-
ry extra supplies like food, and water. Living and 
working in Texas I have sunscreen, rain jacket and 
appropriate clothing. I have helped many people 
prepare their homes, vehicles, and even businesses 
to be ready for emergencies. I always recommend 
starting with the basics and adapting to your needs 
and situation. A good starting place is the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency website. They 
offer online training and a checklist to help you 
prepare for disasters.	

My home is my sanctuary. Anyone that has 
had their home robbed will understand the feel-
ing of violation and vulnerability that comes 
with crime. I want my home to be a safe and 
secure place. I want my family to feel protected. 
Preparedness starts at home.

While this is beyond the scope of an in-
depth discussion on preparedness, if you live in 

http://www.fema.gov/
http://www.fema.gov/
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an area frequently affected by natural disasters 
such as fires, f loods, or hurricanes, it is essen-
tial to have an evacuation plan. Know what to 
take with you so you can recover from the event. 
Important documents, banking information, ve-
hicle and resident titles, insurance paperwork, 
medications, essential clothing, toiletries, food, 
and water. The FEMA list is a great start. Don’t 
forget your pets.

If you live in an area that has tornadoes, 
a storm shelter or basement is essential. Many 
that live in apartments use closets, or even 
a bathtub with a mattress over them to survive. 
Problem solving ahead of time gives you the ad-
vantage. Even though Mother Nature will always 
win. You can survive if prepared.

When I am away from home. I carry some 
supplies in my vehicle; first aid kit, flat tire kit, 
spare tire, good jack, chem lights, or road flares, 
work gloves and a headlamp. I will also keep ex-
tra water, a rain poncho, a light jacket and com-
fortable shoes. If my car is unable to continue, 
I grab my “get home bag” from the trunk and 
walk home.

My get home bag is light weight and holds 
items I need if I have to walk home. Don’t over-
burden yourself. Keep it simple. Remember this, 
the more you know, the more skill you have, the 
less you need to carry. The more comfortable 
you are being uncomfortable, the less you need 
to carry. Some water, a snack or two, just basics. 
Take your situation into account. Don’t overes-
timate your ability. Make sure you have a paper 
road map. Everything is different when you are 
walking.

Communication systems can become over-
whelmed or just stop functioning due to several 
reasons. Modern communication networks rely 
on numerous interconnected components, which 
makes them vulnerable to disruptions. When 
voice calls via smartphone are unavailable, it is 
often still possible to send text messages, emails, 
or use messaging applications. At times it may 
be easier to connect with someone outside of 
the affected area. Know how and when to use 
survival signals devices, like two-way radios, 
land to air signals, whistles, mirrors.

Equally important is to have a clear plan — 
and a backup plan. Preparedness begins at home. 
As I have said before, my home is my sanctuary. 
However, the challenges faced by those living 
in inner cities or apartments differ significantly 
from those in suburban or rural areas. Adapt 
your preparedness measures to your specific 
context. Everything starts with ensuring ba-

sic safety and security: do you have functional 
smoke alarms, a fire extinguisher, and a well-
stocked first aid kit? Are your doors and win-
dows secured with quality locks? Do you keep 
important documents in a fire-resistant safe? Are 
you prepared to protect yourself, your family, 
and your home if necessary? I firmly believe in 
the fundamental right to defend one’s life, fam-
ily, and property.

In reality, common risks should not be over-
looked. Statistically, a household fire is more 
likely than encountering an intruder, which 
makes placing a fire extinguisher within easy 
reach — even next to the bed — a  practical 
choice. Similarly, a f lat tire is more probable than 
needing advanced evasive driving skills. Prepar-
edness must remain practical and realistic.

Finally, a person’s best friend is not only my 
favorite companion but is a great addition to the 
home security system. Most people will pass by 
a house with a dog. An alarm system will let you 
know someone is in the house; a dog will let you 
know someone is in the yard. A security sys-
tem can include several parts, cameras, and the 
alarm components. Think of creating a layered 
approach to your security. Think about delay, 
deter and deny access to your home.

Once you are secure you should focus on 
your needs. The FEMA checklist is a great place 
to start. Documents, Medicine, First Aid, Health 
and Sanitation. Organize your supplies. FEMA 
recommends three days of food and water per 
person in your home. One gallon of water per 
person per day. Then start to what if? Ask your-
self, what if the power goes out? What if it is 
cold or hot? What if? Then start to solve those 
problems. What if civil unrest comes to my door 
and my family and I need to evacuate? Being 
prepared should give you a sense of safety and 
security, not keep you up at night.

Community Organization and Local Defense 
Coordination

Where I live in the United States, particularly 
in Texas, we are organized on multiple levels to 
respond to civil unrest and natural disasters. On 
the national level, we have federal law enforcement 
agencies, and federal disaster relief groups, like 
the Federal Emergency Management Agency, or 
FEMA, and the American Red Cross.

On a state level here in Texas, we have state 
law enforcement, county sheriff departments and 
local police departments. We also have a state 
guard, which is a voluntary military controlled 

http://fema.gov/
http://redcross.org/
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by the Governor. The national Guard, that can 
be called to duty by the President of the United 
States or Governor of Texas in times of need. We 
also have our own state emergency management 
agency for dealing with natural or man-made 
disasters and other emergencies. On a commu-
nity level we have search and rescue teams (vol-
unteers), and community volunteer crisis teams.

As a state we have a layered approach to deal-
ing with law enforcement issues, civil unrest, 
and man-made or natural disasters. Federal, 
State, Local, Community. The Feds bring the 
big guns so to say, but it’s the community that 
makes it really work. Neighbors helping neigh-
bors. Churches helping within the communities.

We also have a  secret weapon, rednecks. 
They are usually thought of in a negative way, 
referring to rural, simple and unsophisticated 
people. Some of this might be true, but rednecks 
can fix things. Rednecks have skills. Every na-
tion I’ve ever traveled to I look for the rednecks. 
They are a wealth of knowledge.

When Hurricane Rita (2005) hit the gulf of 
Texas (Reporter, 2021; CNN.com — Transcripts, 
2005), most streets and debris were cleaned up 
by locals, rednecks, using chainsaws, tractors, 
and personal equipment. They had the roads 
cleared before the federal emergency respond-
ers arrived. Being able to help your community 
is satisfying. A simple act of being able to help 
your neighbor in a time of crisis builds strong 
community ties.

Legal Aspects of Civilian Use of Force

There are numerous examples of communities 
organizing collectively during periods of civil 
unrest to protect their neighborhoods and busi-
nesses. For instance, during the 1992 Los Angeles 
riots, members of the Korean community armed 
themselves and took active measures to defend 
their businesses, becoming known as the “Rooftop 
Koreans.” By positioning themselves on the roofs 
with rifles, they were able to deter looting and vio-
lence, successfully safeguarding their community 
(Dunn, 1992; NBCLA, 2020).

In the BLM riots of 2020 in Kenosha, Wis-
consin Kyle Rittenhouse, age 17 was charged 
with shooting three men fatally wounding two of 
them (BBC News, 2021). He had traveled across 
state lines with a group of individuals going to 
protect businesses. He was arrested and later 
acquitted of the charges. The jury said he acted 
in self-defense.

I cannot stress enough the importance of un-
derstanding the local laws that govern your area, 
especially the ones that pertain to self-defense 
and the use of force to protect your property. 
If you don’t understand the laws in your area, 
you might find yourself in a legal battle for your 
freedom. Invest some time and money to talk 
to your local police department, but also a local 
defense attorney.

CONCLUSION

“Better to be tried by twelve than carried by six” 
meaning, it is better to defend your life and be 
arrested than not defend yourself and be killed. 
I understand this saying; however, I think you 
can do better with proper training and education.

In most places you are allowed to defend 
yourself and a good rule to follow is to “only 
use the force necessary to leave the situation”. 
Depending upon the situation this can range 
from avoiding, escaping, and de-escalation to 
using deadly force. The decision to use deadly 
force in a violent encounter should never be tak-
en lightly. Having a plan, and getting training is 
key. Know your local self-defense laws and get 
training. Have a plan to avoid, escape, de-esca-
late if possible. The general rule to follow is to 
use only that force which is necessary.

The information in this article is only the 
surface of a much larger subject. How long will 
the unrest last? Look at the damage Ukraine 
has endured in the past several years defending 
against Russia. Some areas will take years to re-
cover. Ultimately, surviving the urban zoo comes 
down to your knowledge and skills, along with 
a strong mindset and some forethought given to 
supplies, equipment, and planning. Tom Brown 
Jr. said, “ Survival of the fittest, sure, this is true. 
In the human animal, it’s your knowledge and 
skill, not just your strength.” I would add that it’s 
also your ability to adapt — to identify the prob-
lem, come up with a solution, and take action.
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ABSTRACT

This article introduces the conceptual frame-
work of the psychology of the zoo — a multidisci-
plinary construct describing human adaptation 
and behavioral regulation within controlled, 
hierarchical environments. Synthesizing per-
spectives from applied psychology, criminol-
ogy, and social theory, the study argues that 
“zoo-like” systems emerge naturally whenever 
human collectives confront structural asym-
metries of power, knowledge, or technology. 
Drawing upon Foucault’s theory of discipline, 
Goffman’s analysis of total institutions, and 
Zimbardo’s experimental findings on situation-
al conformity, the paper explores how confine-
ment, surveillance, and normalization shape 
identity formation and moral agency.

Methodological ly, the article employs 
a conceptual-analytical and phenomenologi-
cal approach, combining grounded theoretical 
synthesis with comparative mapping of institu-
tional forms — monastic, military, carceral, and 
corporate. The psychology of the zoo is proposed 
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as a diagnostic and interpretive model for un-
derstanding adaptive and regressive mecha-
nisms 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, hu-
man subjectivity.

Keywords
psychology of the zoo, applied psychology, 
criminology, total institutions, adaptation and 
regression, institutional behavior, control and 
surveillance, social confinement, learned help-
lessness, Foucault

INTRODUCTION

The subject of this article is the psychology of the 
zoo — a conceptual framework that allows us to 
analyze how mechanisms of control, observation, 
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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 enter-
tainment. The zoo — both in practice and as an 
idea — emerges alongside the development of im-
perial 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 indigenous populations; 
they reorder their worlds. Through language, 
religion, and institutions (including the Inqui-
sition), they impose a new cognitive and moral 
structure in which the colonized are positioned 
as specimens to be studied, corrected, domesti-

cated, or displayed (Szondi, 1947; 
Durkheim, 1912).

This colonial logic func-
tions precisely as a zoo oper-
ates: 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 enclo-
sure is also the moment of de-
humanization. From this per-
spective, 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 ap-
plied within human societies. 
They vary in intensity, visibili-
ty, and structure, but they share 
a common logic: the manage-
ment of bodies and behaviors 
under the guise of care, safety, 
order, or civilization.

classification, and behavioral conditioning oper-
ate within societies. This concept is not limited to 
physical zoos or the treatment of animals; rath-
er, 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 psy-
chological structure that operates across histor-
ical, political, and social levels.

We begin by tracing its historical emer-
gence, then move into its structural dynamics, 
and conclude by outlining its implications for 
understanding contemporary society.
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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 ter-
ritories, even psychiatric institutions in their more 
authoritarian historical forms. Clear boundaries, 
hierarchies, and systems of reward and punish-
ment characterize these spaces.

The inhabitants are observed, their move-
ments controlled, their behaviors regulated 
according to externally imposed norms. Their 
visibility is part of their captivity — like ani-
mals in an exhibition, they are made legible to 
power through documentation, categorization, 
and display.

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 constrained within 
pre-defined parameters.

This is perhaps the most insidious form 
of containment. It operates through internal-
ized norms, algorithmic governance, market 
incentives, and ideological conditioning. Cit-
izens 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 bounda-
ries because the enclosure has become psycho-
logical.

In this light, society itself becomes indistin-
guishable 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 — of-
ten 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 human-
itarianism, democracy, or development? Why 
do they construct camps, zones, walls, and sur-
veillance 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. 
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The colonial explorer becomes the park ranger; 
the missionary becomes the social worker; the sol-
dier becomes the humanitarian. The logic is un-
changed: 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 construct 
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), de-
scribes surveillance as a mechanism of inter-
nalized control;

•	 Goffman’s theory of total institutions (Asy-
lums, Goffman, 1961), analyzing behavioral 
regulation in closed communities;

•	 Zimbardo’s situational psychology (Stanford 
Prison Experiment, Zimbardo, 1973), which 
reveals the transformation of ordinary indi-
viduals under systemic pressure.

These frameworks are synthesized to define the 
zoo not as a metaphor but as a psychological 
environment characterized by:

(1)	 spatial and cognitive confinement;
(2)	 role-based behavioral regulation; and
(3)	 the substitution of moral agency by procedural 

obedience.

The analysis proceeds through comparative phe-
nomenological mapping, identifying structural 
similarities between institutional systems (mil-
itary, 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 in-
tegration relies on triangulating psychological 
constructs — adaptation, regression, obedience, 

and performative compliance. This approach is 
consistent with qualitative methodologies in 
criminological psychology, which aim to reveal 
latent mechanisms of control and subject for-
mation 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 In-
teraction

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

This process of domesticating the Other pro-
duces a stable psychological model: the internal-
ization of inequality as a natural order. In this 
sense, the zoo is not merely a space of confine-
ment but an instrument of civilizational control. 
The subject is deprived of autonomy 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 mili-
tary units, monastic communities, or submarine 
crews — individuals develop behavioral patterns 
that minimize cognitive dissonance between in-
ternal desires and external norms (Nietzsche, 1887; 
Festinger, 1957).

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 environ-
ments may lead to regression rather than growth 
(Bion, 1961). Mechanisms that once support-
ed adaptation transform into dependency and 
learned helplessness (Seligman, 1975).

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

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 mod-
ern governance, between cages and algorithms, 
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 concep-
tual proposition:

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  contain-
ment environment, the circus represents 
its performative extension — a  public dis-
play of systemically approved excellence. 
In sociopsychological terms, the circus showcas-
es the normative ideal, where the “best” individ-
uals demonstrate the highest level of obedience 
and training.

As Goffman (1961) noted, such demonstra-
tive 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 depend-
ence 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-quad-
rant model:

•	 Vertical axis — from regression (below) to 
hypercompensation (above);

•	 Horizontal axis — from knowledge (left) 
to ability (right).

Upon entering a restrictive environment, a per-
son retains this internal structure, yet the di-
rection of activation shifts.

A bad zoo lacks access to knowledge—no 
textbook, no clear explanation of rules. The indi-
vidual is forced to reconstruct the system through 

trial and punishment, which fosters anxiety, con-
formity, and aggression (Bandura, 1973).

This pattern is evident in closed institutions 
such as the military, prisons, and corporate hi-
erarchies. Where knowledge is concealed or 
replaced by sanctions, deindividuation arises 
(Le Bon, 1895; Zimbardo 2007): conscious agen-
cy is replaced by automatic, role-bound behavior.

ANALYSIS OF THE RECENT RESEARCH

Regression, Adaptation, and the Status Mecha-
nism within the Psychology of the Zoo

In the framework of the psychology of the zoo, re-
gression should not be viewed merely as a patho-
logical retreat but as a fundamental adaptive 
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mechanism. Within closed or hierarchically 
constrained environments, regressive defenses of 
the psyche become the primary tools of survival 
and social navigation. Quantitatively, one might 
imagine that only a minimal fraction — approx-
imately five percent — of the psychic structure 
functions through hypercompensatory mecha-
nisms, while the remaining ninety-five percent 
is dedicated to adaptation. This adaptation, how-
ever, is initiated and sustained precisely through 
regression.

Any process of human adjustment (Homo 
sapiens) begins with the activation of regressive 
defenses. These mechanisms enable the psyche 
to recalibrate under conditions of loss, depri-
vation, or environmental constraint. What fol-
lows 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 psycho-
logical stability and social order. Even within 
seemingly trivial contexts — such as two indi-
viduals 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 status — 
is, psychologically, a movement from regression 
to hypercompensation. Knowledge and skill, 
while theoretically valuable, play a secondary 
role in this vertical process; the real psycho-
logical vector is not horizontal (learning) but 
vertical (transformation).

Experience becomes the primary medium of 
adaptation. The faster one learns experientially, 
the faster stabilization occurs. Yet the condi-
tions 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 psycho-
logical law: adaptation through constraint.

Status, in turn, generates a recursive system 
of prohibition. The carceral order is sustained 
not through instruction but through the perpet-
uation of forbidden acts — a game of control and 
transgression. This dynamic is vividly illustrat-
ed 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 arche-
typal “zoo without release.”
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Analytical Implications

This discussion foregrounds three analytical 
insights relevant to applied psychology and crim-
inological theory:

1.	 Regression as functional adaptation:
Regressive defenses are not inherently patho-
logical; they constitute the initial stage of 
adaptation under extreme constraint. In the 
four-quadrant psychological model introduced 
earlier (vertical axis: regression ↔ hypercom-
pensation; horizontal axis: knowledge ↔ abil-
ity), regression serves as the necessary precon-
dition for movement along the vertical axis.

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 transfor-
mation.

•	 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 au-
tonomy also stimulate complex adaptive behaviors 
aimed at restoring it symbolically. 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. Institutional 
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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 ab-
stract; they structure daily existence, regulating 
movement, privileges, and behavior. For example, 
conversations within the prison often center en-
tirely on prohibitions or on situations generated 
by these prohibitions.

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

The structural logic of the game of prohi-
bition can be traced to historical maxims, such 
as the Roman adage: “Quod licet Iovi, non licet 
bovi” (“What is permitted to Jupiter is not per-
mitted 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 re-
served 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 oppor-
tunity structures human behavior and moti-
vates the search for differentiation and auton-
omy (Arendt, 1958).

This conceptual framework is exemplified 
by thought experiments such as the “Sondi 
bus” scenario, in which passengers — includ-
ing relatives — occupy a confined vehicle. If 
one considers this bus as the first prototype of 
a zoo, it becomes a foundational schema for un-
derstanding constrained social environments. 
This prototype allows for the extrapolation of 
a broader psychology of the zoo: a systematic, 
unconscious structure by which humans navi-
gate hierarchies, negotiate prohibitions, and in-
ternalize social norms (Jung, 1959). Meditative 
engagement with such prototypical scenarios 
illuminates the automatic and unconscious op-

erations 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 set-
tings — prisons, military units, isolated work 
teams — may be analyzed using shared princi-
ples: regulation through prohibition, hierarchy-
driven differentiation, and the translation of 
constraint into adaptive or exploratory be-
haviors. Recognizing prototype zoos provides 
a heuristic for mapping the implicit psycholog-
ical rules governing human interaction 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 ex-
cuses no one’ institutionalises the presumption 
of guilt — knowledge is replaced by surveillance 
and learning by punishment. From a crimino-
logical psychology perspective, this creates what 
might be termed ‘social imprisonment’: a latent 
fear of breaking rules that are not fully under-
stood.

Such structures enhance social controllabili-
ty while simultaneously diminishing autonomy, 
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 obser-
vation, evaluation, and sanctioning replace in-
ternal 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 labora-
tories of human adaptation to structural power. 
These systems are not inherently oppressive; they 
emerge when distinct forms of power — techno-
logical, cultural, or institutional — collide.

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 sug-
gest several avenues for empirical investigation. 
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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. Compar-
ative studies might clarify the mechanisms by 
which training, prohibition, and environmen-
tal constraint modulate adaptive trajectories. 
Furthermore, longitudinal analyses could illu-
minate the conditions under which regression 
transitions into hypercompensation, providing 
actionable insights for applied psychology and 
criminology in both rehabilitative and organi-
zational contexts.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests
The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of 
interest with respect to the research, authorship, 
and/or publication of this article.

Funding
The author(s) received no financial support for 
the research, authorship, and/or publication of 
this article.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/hellenistic-philosophers/FD8CC712A0C38820D4867E3594C4416A
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/hellenistic-philosophers/FD8CC712A0C38820D4867E3594C4416A
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/hellenistic-philosophers/FD8CC712A0C38820D4867E3594C4416A


SCIENTIFIC JOURNAL “NEWSLETTER 
ON THE RESULTS OF SCHOLARLY WORK 
IN SOCIOLOGY, CRIMINOLOGY, PHILOSOPHY 
AND POLITICAL SCIENCE”  
 
Anschrift: 
Neuwiehler Str. 33, D-51674 Wiehl 
 
Telefon: +49 (0)151 54284669 
E-Mail: hello@sci-result.de 
 
Geschäftsführer: 
Sergej Engelmann 
 
Verantwortlicher gem. §55 Abs. 2 RStV: Sergej 
Engelmann 
 
Ust: 212/5052/2947 
 
www.sci-result.de

https://doi.org/10.61439/RSW39510

https://sci-result.de/journal
https://sci-result.de/journal





