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Abstract: In this article, I use a critical animal studies (CAS) lens to examine what it means to create 

and view photographs of roadside zoo animals. As a photographer and CAS researcher, I am 

particularly interested in situations where animal suffering is clearly visible yet ignored or perhaps 

framed as something else such as entertainment. Since roadside zoos are legally sanctioned, open to 

the public, and encourage visitors to take pictures, they can be a powerful tool to reframe what it 

means to look at animal suffering. Roadside zoos are typically privately owned, unaccredited 

menageries charging an admission fee. They exist in every state in the USA, and they are legal. 

Through my photography, I hope to picture captive animals as individuals, and create photographs 

that empathetically call attention to the animal's boredom, frustration, and suffering through 

confinement. In this article, I discuss my “Roadside Zoo” photography series that I created while 

working on my dissertation (2025). Specifically, I analyze the ethics of looking at and photographing 

roadside zoo animals from a CAS perspective. This includes an examination of issues of power, 

representation, perception, and empathy for both the photographer and the viewer. I conclude with a 

discussion of an artistic intervention that I made to these photographs and examine how these altered 

visuals might allow us to better “see” the impact of incarceration on these zoo animals. 

Key Words: Anthropocentrism, Critical animal studies, Empathy, Ethics of attention, Gaze, 

Photography, Politics of sight, Roadside zoos  

 

Introduction: "To gaze is powerful. It is also 

political," writes photographic historian 

Roberta McGrath¹(p192). What McGrath means 

by this is that the act of looking—whether it be 

in the form of attention, surveillance, or gaze—

always wields power  

 

and reveals a particular position. This is an 

amoral type of power that can be used to 

control just as easily as it can be used for 

attention. This is one of the reasons a critical 

examination of photography of animals is 

needed. Another reason has to do with issues   
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of consent and representation. Since animals 

have no meaningful way to consent to being 

photographed, the dynamics of power between 

photographer and subject are exaggerated 

with the photographer controlling how the 

subject is represented, and how the 

photograph is (at least initially) circulated. 

In this article, I discuss these issues through a 

critical animal studies (CAS) examination of 

my “Roadside Zoo” photography series that I 

made as part of my dissertation². CAS is an 

interdisciplinary field that critiques and 

challenges power systems that oppress 

animals³ ⁴. This also includes advocating for 

total liberation, which means that according to 

a CAS perspective, any zoo is exploitative and 

cruel because it is a site of incarceration that 

also works to normalize animal confinement⁴. 

My photography series, “Roadside Zoo,” 

began with the hope of “exposing” the 

suffering of individual animals living in 

roadside zoos through emphatic photography. 

Roadside zoos are typically privately owned, 

unaccredited menageries that typically charge 

an admission fee and often offer up-close 

encounters with animals for an additional fee. 

They exist in almost every Western country, 

including every state in the USA. Since 

roadside zoos are legally sanctioned, open to 

the public, and they encourage visitors to take 

pictures, they can be a powerful tool to 

reframe what it means to look at animal 

suffering through confinement. 

While working on this series, I uncovered 

some of the complexities with picturing 

animals in roadside zoos, such as how easily 

an anthropocentric gaze can be inadvertently 

repeated, or even encouraged, rather than 

challenged. In this article, I use a CAS lens to 

offer an examination of how the politics of sight 

and ethics of attention encourage us to “see” 

more empathically, and then I take a closer 

look at how suffering and resistance work 

together through an artistic intervention that I 

made to the photographs. (I place the word 

“see” in quotes because I want to stress that 

the seeing discussed in this article is not 

limited to a function of the eye). My hope is 

that this analysis might be able to be applied 

more generally to how animals are 

represented and the insights gained from this 

critical reflection might be used to help 

improve our relationships with animals. A quick 

note about the use of the word “animal.” 

Throughout this article, I use the word “animal” 

or “animals" to refer to all non-human animals. 

I understand this terminology implies a binary 

that separates humans as apart and above 

from animals³ ⁴. I do not support this thinking, 

and my use of the word “animal” in this article 

is strictly for brevity. 

Methodology: In this article, I use a 

humanities approach with close, contextual 

readings of texts from interdisciplinary fields 

including photography theory, philosophy, and 

cultural studies, and then apply a CAS lens to 

focus on how and where the animal is situated 

within this work. Then I used this convergence 

to visually analyze photographs that I made of 

animals in roadside zoos.  

Discussion: Anthropocentrism definition: 

Anthropocentrism is the valuing of human life 

in opposition to and above all other forms of 

life⁵ ⁶. It involves hierarchical thinking and 

seeing humans as “supreme importance in 

ethical, political, legal, and existential 

matters”⁵. It has also been defined as a type of 

prejudice⁷ or a “charge of human 

chauvinism”⁸(p1) and a lens that interprets the 

world only through the experiences and values 

of humans⁹. Put another way, 

anthropocentrism places humans and their 

interests at the center of all concerns. 

Anthropocentrism can be seen in a variety of 

practices in Western culture, although it is not 

limited to the West⁵. Some examples of 

anthropocentrism in Western culture include 

using animals as food sources, clothing, and 

entertainment; using animals for laboratory 

testing; and generally viewing animals as a 

resource for humans. Anthropocentrism is 

justified by humans in a number of ways 

including (but not limited to) viewing animals 

as instinct-driven machines who don’t value 

their lives as humans do⁹ ¹⁰; religious views 

that dictate human superiority as a mandate 

from God with humans at the apex¹¹ ¹²; and 

cultural traditions that are so ingrained and 

prevalent that regarding human life above all 

other life is seen as neutral and normal⁹ ¹³.  

However, no matter the reasons or 

justifications, the problem with 

anthropocentrism is that it creates the 

conditions for violence, suffering, and injustice 

for animals. Roadside zoos provide an 

example of an anthropocentric practice, and 

demonstrate harm that can come to animals 

because of it.  
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Anthropocentrism helps form cultural and/or 

personal beliefs, ideas, experiences, and 

perceptions that shape how we think and act¹³.   

In other words, anthropocentrism is a 

perspective, or lens through which humans 

view the world, and see themselves as 

uniquely privileged within it. Challenging 

anthropocentrism is part of a CAS perspective³ 

⁴. 

Looking: Power and Control: Within 

photography, the term “the gaze” most often 

refers to looking from a particular perspective 

that is informed by personal experience, 

cultural influences, and political values¹ ¹⁴. It 

usually refers to a particular bias, implies 

looking as a form of privilege and control 

exercised over another, rather than a 

benevolent kind of looking. This is because the 

very act of making a photographic exposure 

enacts certain choices by the photographer 

and their perspective. These choices have 

consequences for how the subject is 

represented and what the viewer subsequently 

sees and what meaning is derived from the 

photograph¹⁵ ¹⁶. It is important to note that 

photographic meaning is created by both the 

photographer’s and the viewer’s gaze. 

 

 
Mary Shannon Johnstone. Hyena, 2023. 

Reproduced with permission from the artist. 

 

As an example, consider the photograph 

Hyena. This photograph was taken in daylight 

in a roadside zoo in Chippewa Falls, 

Wisconsin. This means that the spotted hyena 

lives in a small, mid-western town in the 

USA—a climate foreign to her biology, which is 

suited to sub-Saharan Africa. There are a few 

problems immediately apparent. First, spotted 

hyenas are mostly nocturnal animals¹⁷, so 

being awake and active in the daylight can be 

a biological stress. Second, hyenas are social 

creatures who live in clans¹⁷, so a hyena living 

alone can be another type of stress. Before I 

took this photograph, I watched her for about 

20 minutes, occasionally photographing 

through the window. At first, she ignored me. 

However, when I squatted down to her eye-

level at the corner of the window, she would 

open her mouth and make eye contact with me 

each time she walked by, as she is doing in 

this photograph—where her mouth is open 

and she is looking into the camera with a slight 

grimace as noted by the wrinkles above her 

nose. 

Some might look at this photograph and see 

the hyena making a funny face. They might 

find her expression comical, or try to give the 

photograph a witty tagline, or perhaps create a 

meme about being caught off guard. In her 

book, Animal, Erica Fudge writes about the 

“smiling” chimpanzee, Ham, who was used by 

NASA to test flightlessness. Fudge discusses 

what viewing Ham’s expression as a “smile” 

might mean¹⁸. Smile is in quotations because, 

as similar as chimpanzees are to humans, 

primatologists have asserted that when a 

chimpanzee pulls back both lips it is not an 

expression of joy; it is often an expression of 

stress, aggression, or fear¹⁸ ¹⁹.  This 

expression is colloquially discussed as a ‘fear 

grimace’, but primatologists refer to it as ‘silent 

bared teeth’ (SBT)¹⁹ ²⁰. Before I discuss 

Fudge’s analysis, I would like to give some 

biographical context for Ham. 

Ham’s name is an acronym for Holloman Aero 

Med, which is a medical facility located on 

Holloman Air Force Base in New Mexico, 

USA¹⁸ ²¹. Ham was born in Cameroon in West 

Africa in 1957 where he likely saw his mother 

being slaughtered in order to secure his 

capture²¹. Ham was then sent to NASA to be 

trained for their space program—training that 

involved electric shocks and extended 

confinement to a chair¹⁸ ²¹ ²². In January 1961, 

before Ham was even four years-old, he was 

launched into space at approximately 5800 

miles per hour and then spent 6.5 minutes 

without gravity²². Upon returning to Earth, 

Ham’s space vessel landed about 100 miles 

off course, and began sinking in the ocean¹⁸ ²². 

Luckily NASA’s recovery team were able to 

successfully retrieve Ham after a few hours, 

and when crewmen pulled him from his 

capsule Ham was “smiling”¹⁸ ²². When they 

returned to base, news crews wanted to 

reenact the scene, but no treats, rewards, or 

even four men could make Ham re-enter the 

capsule or return to his chair²¹ ²². It seems 
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Ham’s “smile” was not a gesture of pleasure or 

joy. 

In making this comparison between Ham and 

this hyena, I am not suggesting that the 

chimpanzee and hyena are similar species 

(although both fear grimace); however, I am 

underscoring Fudge’s larger point about what 

it means to interpret an animal gesture through  

 
U.S. Senate. Committee on Aeronautical and Space 

Sciences (07/24/1958–02/11/1977). Ham reaches out 

from his couch to take an apple from a crewman of the 

USS Donner. This was the first food for the chimpanzee 

following a 430 mile ride in a Mercury capsule launched by 

a Redstone rocket from Cape Canaveral Jan. 31, 1961. 

Image available as “unrestricted use” and “unrestricted 

access” and was retrieved from the U.S. National Archives 

and Records Administration, 

https://catalog.archives.gov/id/703809. (Accessed 

February 20, 2025). 
 

an anthropocentric gaze. In other words, 

Fudge asks, ‘what does it mean that we want 

to see Ham smiling?’¹⁸(p26–27), or in the case of 

this photograph, that we might want to read 

this hyena’s expression as comical? Fudge 

writes that “the smile might tell us something 

else; something that might undermine the way 

we are using this animal"¹⁸(p33). Reading 

Ham’s, or this hyena’s, expression as 

humorous tells us about our own gaze, shows 

us what we want to see, and eclipses the 

animal in the process¹⁸. It is an example of a 

harm that can come from photographic 

representation. Reading Ham’s expression as 

a smile tells us that we want to see ourselves 

as good, benevolent, and generous team 

players who share this planet (and beyond) 

peacefully with animals¹⁸. This same argument 

can be applied to this hyena—to read her 

expression as smiling or comical means that 

her captivity is a positive thing. She is confined 

for her safety, our safety, and for the 

conservation of the planet. Like viewing Ham’s 

expression as a smile, to see the hyena as 

funny means that she is also happy with her 

captivity. 

But, if we consider the inverse of this—to read 

this hyena’s expression as stress, aggression, 

or resistance—it might mean that we, as 

humans, are to blame for her discomfort. It 

might mean that the pleasure we derive from 

going to the zoo, seeing animals confined, and 

taking pictures of them is anything but 

benevolent or kind. More succinctly put, how 

we look and what we see are intertwined, and 

to view this photograph of the hyena as smiling 

or humorous is to uphold an anthropocentric 

gaze. 

I recognize my presence provoked this 

hyena’s expression. I mention this because 

even with the best intentions of trying to 

expose suffering, or engage the viewer with 

empathy, the photographer’s gaze can cause 

discomfort and immediate stress to individual 

animals. This is a concern I have with the 

“Roadside Zoo” documentary series. Looking 

at and photographing wild animals is an act 

that is not free of consequence which is one of 

the reasons a critical examination of 

photographing animals is necessary. 

Looking: Attention and Empathy: Looking is 

not always discussed in negative terms. For 

example, ethical attention, or the focusing of 

one's senses and consciousness on another is 

an essential part of looking at suffering for 

philosophers such as Iris Murdoch and Simone 

Weil²³ ²⁴ ²⁵. Both Murdoch and Weil assert a 

need for letting go of one’s “ego”23(p66) (bias) 

and attuning to the world around us in order to 

respond to those in need²³ ²⁴ ²⁵. Although 

neither Murdoch nor Weil wrote about 

photography, there is a connection to the hope 

and motivation for some documentary 

photographers. The hope that with a particular 

kind of looking, camera angle, moving 

composition, one’s moral perception might be 

altered²⁶. 

Contemporary philosopher and ecofeminist 

Lori Gruen also writes about moral perception. 

In her 2015 book Entangled Empathy, Gruen 

connects the idea of attuning to another, 

learning something about their individual 

situation, and using a blend of affect and 

cognition to attend to “another’s needs, 

interests, desires, vulnerabilities, hopes, and 

sensitivities”²⁷(p.3,66). Gruen calls this 

“entangled empathy” and discusses it as a 

https://catalog.archives.gov/id/10449122
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/10449122
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/7038095
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process that might allow us to improve our 

relationships with others who are very different 

from us and understand our responsibilities 

toward them²⁷. This hope of connecting with 

another and caring in a deeper way is also an 

aspiration for some documentary photographers²⁶. 

In The Ethics of Attention (2022), Silvia 

Caprioglio Panizza connects the idea of 

attunement and moral perception to viewing 

photographs of animal cruelty. For instance, 

she talks about the activist group Anonymous 

for the Voiceless, who show graphic images of 

animal violence in public spaces²⁴. Using 

Murdoch and Weil’s notion of attention, 

Panizza makes the point that simply showing 

animal oppression doesn't always lead to 

attention and sometimes fails to motivate 

action²⁴. This is one of the criticisms some 

photography scholars also have about viewing 

photographs of violence and suffering²⁸ ²⁹. 

They reason, without action, viewing the pain 

of others can anesthetize the viewer or make 

the subject a spectacle²⁸ ²⁹. 

This issue is something Timothy Pachirat also 

discusses in his 2011 book Every Twelve 

Seconds where he writes about how the 

violence of industrialized slaughter is 

negotiated through “zones of confinement” that 

allow the gruesome work of killing animals for 

food to take place on a mass scale, something 

he calls the “politics of sight”³⁰(p15,236). But 

Pachirat also acknowledges that without 

changing what we value and how we think 

about animals, a glass slaughterhouse could 

just as easily turn into an enterprise that 

charges a fee to witness this killing³⁰. 

Pachirat's point is that looking and visibility 

mean very little without an accompanying 

change in perspective and values. I believe 

Murdoch and Weil would agree. I am not 

alone. At the end of their 2022 book Animal 

Crisis, ecofeminists Alice Crary and Lori Gruen 

draw a parallel between Murdoch’s work and 

Pachirat’s politics of sight saying that 

Pachirat’s research provides a complement to 

Murdoch’s The Sovereignty of Good³¹. What I 

find compelling and relevant is that looking and 

paying attention involves more than just 

making animal suffering visible. It involves a 

change of perspective. 

Photography: Challenging or Repeating 

Anthropocentrism? But how can photography 

alter both perception and perspective? Within 

the “Roadside Zoo” photographs, I used a 

strategy discussed by two separate photo 

historians, Shawn Michelle Smith and Laura 

Wexler. Both advocate for a photographic 

approach that includes acknowledgement of 

what exists beyond the edges of the 

photograph to consider what informs the 

photograph within culture and politics, both 

globally and locally³² ³³. 

 
Mary Shannon Johnstone. White Tiger, 2022. 

Reproduced with permission from the artist. 

 

As an example, I would like to offer a close 

reading of the photograph “White Tiger” from 

my Roadside Zoo series. This photograph 

depicts three brightly colored wall, murals with 

three intersecting window frames and three 

different pieces of signage. There are 

depictions of three animals—an illustration of a 

spotted hyena that appears on wall signage, a 

flying eagle is painted on the wall in the center, 

and in the middle window frame, a white tiger 

looks out through a frosty window. At first 

glance, it is not clear if this is a real tiger. 

There is nothing natural about this scene. The 

colors are loud, the shapes of the paintings are 

geometric rather than organic, and the animals 

in the mural are out of context. There is 

partially melted snow on the ground with 

footprints and a white tiger stands in front of a 

window frame in the middle of the image. The 

angle of view is diagonal to the three walls, but 

since the tops of the wall are not visible, the 

space is foreshortened and the environment 

appears flattened, loud, and graphic. The 

resulting composition creates a frame which 

frames the three window frames within the 

image. The unnaturalness of this scene calls 

attention to the tiger who is caught in a world 

where he clearly does not belong. There are 

two elements in this photograph that point to 

the meaning residing outside of the 

photograph—the snowy environment, and the 

traces of human presence. 
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First, a white tiger surrounded by snow and 

frost denotes a layer of meaning that may not 

be immediately obvious. While there are five 

different species of tigers, including Siberian 

tigers who live in wintery areas of Asia, all 

white tigers belong to the subspecies of the 

Bengal Tiger, Panthera tigris tigris³². They live 

in southeast India and therefore the snowy 

landscape, like the hyena, is completely 

foreign to their biology. Perhaps more 

importantly, white tigers are extinct in the wild 

with the last known wild white tiger shot in 

India in 1958³⁴. In the USA, all white tigers are 

descendants of a single tiger named Mohan 

who was brought to the USA in 1951³⁴. Due to 

severe inbreeding, white tigers often suffer 

from a variety of problems that compromise 

their heath³⁴. These health problems are so 

severe that in 2011, the leading zoo 

accrediting body, Association of Zoos and 

Aquariums (AZA), announced they would no 

longer breed or transfer in any white tigers³⁶. 

Since tigers only live 10–15 years, a white 

tiger on exhibit in a zoo is a sign of an 

unaccredited facility who supports spectacle 

and profit over an animal’s well-being. 

Therefore, any kind of looking at white tigers is 

political, and a portrait of a white tiger is never 

neutral. 

Second, the inclusion of human footprints and 

trash bin point to a relationship between the 

tiger and humans. The chaotic footprints in the 

snow suggest that, unlike the tiger, the 

humans are free to roam as they please, while 

a strategically placed garbage bin is adjacent 

and eye-level to the white tiger. The tiger is a 

discarded commodity. 

When I created this image, I hoped my 

photographic choices would encourage the 

viewer to think about how precious their own 

freedom is, and what it might be like for a tiger 

(who would roam 6–12 miles at a time in the 

wild) to be caged. In other words, I hoped this 

photograph communicated empathy. However, 

a concern I have with this photograph, and the 

entire “Roadside Zoo” documentary series, is 

that the photographs may look too much like 

everyone else’s who visit roadside zoos. I 

worry that the anthropocentric gaze is too 

strong, and the images could be just as easily 

used by the zoo to advertise what they have to 

offer, rather than serve as a critique on animal 

captivity. While captions help to contextualize 

the photographs, the words and images can 

easily be separated when shared online 

through social media. (Image captions for the 

photographs in this article have been omitted 

due to word count limitations. However, full 

captions are available within my dissertation2.) 

Since context and perspective shape meaning 

together, without context, my documentary 

style could easily repeat anthropocentrism 

instead of challenging it. 

In considering a new approach, I decided to 

intervene with my documentary-style 

“Roadside Zoo” photographs. I inverted the 

photographs in Photoshop to produce a 

negative effect where the animal’s body glows. 

With the stripping away the color and turning 

the photograph into a negative (reversal), the 

animal appears in a way that is foreign, or 

perhaps jarring, to most normally sighted 

people. This intervention creates an 

unexpected view of something most of us have 

been dulled to—the imprisonment of zoo 

animals. I call this series “Roadside Zoo: 

Captive Glow.” 

With this artistic intervention in “Roadside  

Zoo: Captive Glow” I believe the animals can 

be better seen both aesthetically and 

conceptually. This is because there is an 

opportunity to see something beyond 

suffering—resistance. CAS scholar Dinesh 

Wadiwel argues that examining animal 

resistance is important if we are to understand 

how power impacts an animal's life³⁶. Wadiwel 

cautions that focusing solely on animal 

suffering creates a dialogue about animals' 

capacities and worth (welfare), shifting the 

focus from what humans do to animals 

(violence) to a conversation on whether 

humans are justified in their actions or not³⁶.  

Deborah Hart makes a similar point in her 

2024 article while discussing the orca attacks 

on the Iberian coast³⁷. She writes, “The 

question should not be, ‘what are the 

intentions of these animals when they resist, 

and what is their goal?’ But rather, ‘what is the 

institution of their repression?’”³⁷ Hardt is 

asking us to look at the conditions of power 

that cause retaliation. I am inspired by both 

authors. As I converted and cropped the 

photographs, I began to see something I 

hadn’t before—I saw what Wadiwel refers to 

as the creative ways in which the animals 

resist³⁵. 

As an example, I would like to discuss “Taping 

Baby Alligator Mouth Shut”, a photograph 

taken in 2024 at a roadside zoo in South 
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Carolina, USA. The photograph depicts a baby 

alligator who has been snatched out of a pool 

of about 100 juvenile alligators as part of the 

zoo’s daily show. I watched the alligator flail in 

the water and resist being selected. He was 

then pinned down, and his mouth was sealed 

with electrical tape and then passed around to 

about 75 people to be held. I walked around 

during the show, drawing attention to myself 

while photographing, but no one stopped me 

or asked what I was doing. I don’t believe the 

visitors or the workers thought anything was 

wrong with the treatment of this alligator. No 

laws were being broken. On the contrary, 

perhaps taping the alligator’s mouth shut was 

even seen by some zoo-goers as responsible. 

From an anthropocentric perspective, the zoo 

was ensuring human safety while promoting 

curiosity and education about alligators. Of 

course, none of this backstory is visible in the 

photograph, nor is it necessary to understand 

what is visible. My hope in depicting this scene 

in this way is that it might reveal both a change 

in perception and perspective. Let me explain 

through a close reading. 

 
Mary Shannon Johnstone. Taping Baby Alligator Mouth 

Shut, 2024. Reproduced with permission from the artist.  

The photograph depicts a small alligator’s 

head being held in a left human hand, while 

the right human hand descends from the top of 

the frame with a roll of tape. The vertical 

cropping makes the right hand appear more 

controlling and menacing, perhaps referencing 

a marionette. The roll of tape has already been 

wound around the alligator’s mouth twice, and 

the right hand appears to be continuing with 

the roll still attached to the alligator’s mouth. 

The photograph is stripped of color and is 

“reversed” like a photographic negative. This 

means that what is normally black (like the 

tape or the shadow of the human) is white, and 

what would be white (like the sun shining on 

the wooden deck) is black. The “negative” 

reversal offers an altered version of this scene, 

which is outside of most humans' vision—one 

that resembles an x-ray, adding to a cold, 

clinical, or perhaps menacing quality.  The 

removal of color, reversal of white and dark, 

the heavy tonality, and tight cropping all allude 

to discomfort and work to subvert the 

anthropocentrism in witnessing this scene. In 

this way, inverting the photo might also act as 

a subversion to the anthropocentric gaze³⁸. 

One might argue that the alligator seems 

passive—he seems to be still and looking 

forward, with no movement or flailing visible. 

However, I would argue that neither the hands 

pinning the alligator’s head, nor the taping of 

the mouth would be necessary if the alligator 

were consenting to the situation. In this way, 

the inversion of the photograph is not only 

aesthetic, but conceptual. Restraint is visible, 

implying resistance.  

 
Mary Shannon Johnstone. Pongo Waits, 2024. 

Reproduced with permission from the artist. 

 

The same is true in this portrait of Pongo, a 

28-year-old orangutan who has lived his entire 

life in captivity and every day since 2009 inside 

this concrete cell in Florida, USA. The black 

marks surrounding his face are the shadows of 

the leaves by nearby trees he will never climb. 

In the wild orangutans spend most of their time 

in the trees. The only reason for the bars his 

hands cling to is because he would otherwise 

escape. Therefore, the bars are an indication 

of his resistance. The same is true for Michael, 
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a chimpanzee lives at a roadside zoo in West 

Virginia, USA. During my 2023 visit, zoo staff 

told me he was an “introvert”. I can only 

imagine the stress involved with being an 

introvert on display everyday of one's life. 

 
Mary Shannon Johnstone. Michael, 2023.   

Reproduced with permission from the artist. 

 

With this artistic intervention, I hope to 

highlight both suffering and resistance. This is 

a departure from the illustrative, documentary 

style photographs I began this project with. 

With the documentary-style “Roadside Zoo” 

photographs, the individual animal’s response 

and resistance to their captivity was 

sometimes ambiguous. The photographs 

relied on the viewer caring enough to “read” 

what they were looking at, and hopefully offer 

an empathetic different perspective. In the 

“Roadside Zoo: Captive Glow” series, I hope to 

offer images that look so strange and 

unfamiliar that it startles or confuses the 

viewer. Maybe the viewer doesn't understand 

what they are looking at right away, but 

through this altered perception, I hope the 

viewer’s perspective is also changed. 

 
Mary Shannon Johnstone. Tiger World Cub, 2023. 

Reproduced with permission of the artist. 

 

Conclusion: Looking and photographing are 

complicated acts, made on shifting ground that 

involves power, control, attention, and 

empathy. These issues become more 

complicated when picturing animals who have 

no method of meaningful consent over being 

photographed, or how they appear in the 

resulting photograph. In this article, I 

discussed some of the ethical considerations 

around challenging an anthropocentric gaze 

when photographing animals in roadside zoos. 

By engaging in an artistic intervention that 

inverts the photograph to appear as a 

negative, I hope to offer an alternative way of 

“seeing”—one that alters both perception and 

perspective and highlights captivity and 

resistance. As a final word, for anyone 

photographing animals, a critical reflection is 

imperative since even benevolent intentions 

can be eclipsed, even unintentionally, by an 

anthropocentric gaze. 
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