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Project description  

Parallels are frequently drawn between the captivity of humans in prison, and of animals in 
zoos, with deployment of the terminology of one frequently intended to magnify the negative 
implication of the other. These parallels merit further exploration, since these discursive uses 
of the lexicon of zoo animals and incarceration underscore much of the discourse of human 
imprisonment, and underpin many of the assumed similarities between these two types of 
captivity.  
 
The prison in a Foucauldian analysis uses vision as a disciplinary tool in that the subject, the 
human prisoner, internalises the surveilling, disciplining gaze; in a zoo the intention is the 
reverse – that the subject, the zoo animal, becomes normalised to ‘ignore’ the gaze. In the 
ultimate ‘Zoopticon’, animals are sufficiently acculturated that they ignore human spectators, 
and engage in their ‘natural’ behaviours, or at least, in behaviours that spectators might 
imagine them performing in the wild. Whereas the zoo exists explicitly as an institution to be 
visited, whose captives are intended for display, the prison is constructed as a closed 
institution, in which prisoners are concealed from public view.  
 
The zoo engenders another type of gaze, the ‘panoramic’, in which rather than influencing 
those who are gazed at, the gaze influences those who do the gazing. By enabling its 
visitors to witness the human domination of nature, the zoo publicly instructs the populace 
about the ‘proper’ relationship between culture and nature. A similar, familiar, argument 
within contemporary criminology and media studies is that media representations of 
incarceration open the closed world of the prison to public view; the ‘spectacle’ of human 
punishment returns in new guises, albeit in selective and incomplete ways, through 
documentaries, docu-dramas, movies, novels, and so on. 
 
Applicants are invited to develop their own specific proposal within the area outlined in this 
description. 
	  
Entry requirements 

Applicants are normally required to have a bachelors degree in a relevant discipline at upper 
second class or above (or equivalent), and a masters in a relevant discipline (or equivalent 
experience).  

Funding 
	  
This project may be eligible for the competition for AHRC or ESRC scholarships through the 
University of Birmingham: see  
http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/schools/calgs/scholarships/ahrc-application-
midlands3cities.aspx 
http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/postgraduate/dr-fees/ESRC-research-council.aspx  
These scholarships are available for UK and EU applicants only. Applicants wishing to apply 
for this funding should contact the School or supervisor by December 15th 2014 (AHRC 
funding) or January 5th (ESRC funding) at the latest. 


