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Introduction 
"Extraordinary dominance by one single bipedal species [...] has brought us to the present 

imperilment of the earth, including the extinction of species, the destruction of ecosystems, the 

alteration of climate, the pollution of waters and soils, the exhaustion of fisheries, the 

elimination of forests, the spread of deserts, and the disruption of the atmosphere"  

–  (Sale 2006, 3) 

 

The natural world is exploited at a faster rate than ever (Shoreman-Ouimet and 

Kopnina 2016, Bradshaw and Di Minin 2019). In recent decades, the increase of human 

activities globally has exerted an increasing amount of pressure on non-human nature 

(Shoreman-Ouimet and Kopnina 2016). Human consumption habits, production methods and 

an increase in the human population have, among other drivers, caused an array of destructive 

developments to the natural environment as described by Sale (2006) in the opening quote. 

These destructive developments are a result of the diverse human-animal relationships that are 

continuously changing as both humans and nature change (Thomas-Walters, McNulty and 

Veríssimo 2020). Manning and Serpell (1994) argue that the way humans and animals interact 

is shaped by the way in which humans position themselves within “the pattern of existence” 

(Manning and Serpell 1994, xi). Although using the terms ‘human’ and ‘nature’ is a way of 

framing the dichotomy between the two entities, and by using them I might contribute to such 

framing, I will be using these terms to critically discuss the complex relationship that these 

two entities have.  

I am not the first to say that humans have increasingly lost touch with nature over the 

years (Orr 2017, Samways 2007, Miller 2005, Stokes 2006). To give an example, a few years 

ago, Dutch and international media platforms were loaded with news from Safari Park 

Beeksebergen. In this Dutch zoo, through which one can drive as if on a safari, a family of 

visitors inconsiderately stepped out of the car in the cheetah habitat for a photo (NOS 2018, 

Besters 2019, Business Insider SA 2018, Osborne 2018). The animals approached the visitors 

and luckily the visitors narrowly escaped a physical confrontation. This incident, in which the 

wild character of these animals was largely underestimated, is merely one example illustrating 

the distance that has grown between the natural world and humans. Simultaneously, 

institutions such as Safari Park Beeksebergen are exactly the places in which humans get in 

touch with the natural world, particularly in urban environments. Zoos thus fulfil an 

interesting role in the relationship between humans and nature.  
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 The concept of zoos dates to ancient times where wild animals were collected and 

exhibited in private collections, also referred to ‘menageries’, symbolizing wealth and power 

(Rothfels 2002, Wearing and Jobberns 2011, Jamieson 2016). Over the years, a growing 

desire for recreation and relaxation in the urban world during the French Revolution resulted 

in the opening of the first public zoo in Paris, France in 1793: Jardin des Plantes (Rothfels 

2002). Soon, many more followed in London (1828), Amsterdam (1843), Berlin (1844) and 

New York (1862) (Rothfels 2002, Jamieson 2016). However, during the mid-1970s, zoo 

professionals, scholars, animal rights activists and others started to criticize the animal 

treatment and ethics within these entertaining zoos (Milstein 2009, Keulartz 2015). 

Simultaneously, the loss of biodiversity became an increasingly prominent matter within the 

political landscape as the UN Climate Change Conferences and The Intergovernmental 

Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) pointed towards 

worrying trends (Gitay, et al. 2002, IPBES 2019). As a result, zoos have undergone a 

transformation in the past thirty to forty years from leisure-oriented institutions to a medium 

that is said to educate its visitors and would contribute to research and conservation (Milstein 

2009, Wearing and Jobberns 2011, Keulartz 2015).  

 Zoos, as an institution that stimulates human-animal interaction, are a place in which 

nature and culture interact. Hence, these institutions are embedded within the debates 

surrounding the nature and culture dichotomy. Within this dichotomy, which used to be 

normative in Western ontology, culture is all that is constructed socially while nature is 

considered that which is not socially constructed (Kohn 2015). However, in the last few 

decades, this normative ontology defined by Kohn (2015) as “the study of “reality”- one that 

encompasses but is not limited to humanly constructed worlds” (Kohn 2015, 312) has been 

challenged by multiple scholars including main contributions by Eduardo Viveiros de Castro, 

Philippe Descola and Bruno Latour (Viveiros de Castro 1998, Descola 1996, Latour 1996). 

Whereas Kohn (2015) argued that “if we can talk about nature, it is only as culture” (Kohn 

2015, 315), other scholars refused to consider this the solution to their ontological trajectories 

(Kohn 2015). Nature and culture are within ontological anthropology no longer two separate 

entities; meaning that there is not one stable, fixed, and universal reality. Rather many 

scholars within the ‘ontological turn’ have suggested that there is a multiplicity of realities of 

life (Viveiros de Castro 1998, Mol 1999, Petitpas and Bonacic 2019). 

 It is worthy to note, that while some society and technology studies might give the 

impression that they can keep track and hold together the multiplicity of realities, I do not aim 

to do so (Mol 1999, Petitpas and Bonacic 2019, Kohn 2015, Kohn 2007). Donna Haraway 
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(1988) argues that such studies have the tendency to act as a God’s Eye who “produces, 

appropriates, and orders all difference” (Harraway 1988, 587). However, it is imperative to 

take our own positionality in account, the way we as researchers ground knowledge, and take 

responsibility of the enabling practices that accompany it (Harraway 1988). Hence, it is 

important to note that this thesis is one understanding and interpretation of how reality is 

enacted but not the objective representation of a multiplicity of realities. 

 As zoos shift towards a more conservation and nature-oriented institution they also 

move towards promoting human-nature, and more specifically human-animal, relationships. 

Zoos are a place “where humans engage in cultural self-definition against a variably 

constructed and opposed nature” (Anderson 1995, 276, Kisora and Driessen 2021). If zoos, 

and the way they represent animals, can tell us something about the self-definition of humans, 

understanding such representations is valuable in the process of understanding how human-

animal relationships are produced and re-constructed (Kisora and Driessen 2021). The way in 

which animals are visually, textually and politically represented by humans and for humans 

within zoos allows us to not only understand the way humans relate to animals, but also the 

contradictions that arise within the difficult task of zoos to shift towards conservation and 

nature-oriented practices (B. Baker 1999, S. Baker 2001, Kisora and Driessen 2021).  

 Animal welfare and conservation practices are becoming increasingly important within 

zoos. Representation can be used as a medium to study this transition and the positioning of 

both animals and humans within processes of life. Yet, using representation to study human-

animal relationships in zoos has hardly been done through an anthropological lens. Therefore, 

this thesis seeks to answer the following research question:  

 

How do the variety of representations of the white rhino in a zoo reflect and materialize the 
position humans hold within nature? 

 

This research question will be answered through answering the following sub-questions:  

A) How is the human position in nature present in the organizational structure of 
GaiaZOO, Kerkrade the Netherlands? 

B) How does human domination materialize within GaiaZOO, Kerkrade the Netherlands?   
C) How is the white rhino visually and textually represented in GaiaZOO, Kerkrade the 

Netherlands?  
D) In what ways does the white rhino have agency in the processes of political 

representation in GaiaZOO, Kerkrade the Netherlands?  
E) How is human domination and control present in the political representation of the 

white rhino? 
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Zoos are attempting to shift to more nature-oriented institutions. However, this thesis will 

illustrate that they are trapped in series of contradictions that limit such development. This 

will be argued through the analysis of multiple forms of representation, and how these 

representations materialize, in GaiaZOO in Kerkrade, the Netherlands. I argue that the 

dominant positioning of humans is highly problematic for both conservation and the shift to 

nature-oriented institutions. Not only does the conscious and subconscious dominant 

positioning of humans over animals create distance between the two entities, but it also limits 

and hinders the development of zoos as nature-oriented institutions. As such, the aim of zoos 

to educate and contribute to the minimization of biodiversity loss is difficult to achieve 

(Morrison 2015, Büscher and Fletcher 2019). Instead, zoos continue to contribute to current 

structures of human domination that are underlying the problem of biodiversity loss 

(Morrison 2015). 

 

The case study 

This thesis explores how humans position themselves within nature through the 

variety of representations of the white rhino in GaiaZOO, the Netherlands. GaiaZOO, which 

initially was called GaiaPark, is a relatively young zoo that opened its doors on the 1st of June 

2001 (GaiaZOO 2001). Although the zoo was established in collaboration with the Apen 

Heul, an already existing zoo in the Netherlands, they do not have a historical ‘menagerie’ 

background in which the institution symbolized wealth and power.1 The zoo is located in the 

south of the Netherlands, near the German and Belgian boarder. The vision of GaiaZOO 

entails to illustrate the beauty and fragility of nature to convince visitors of the need to 

conserve nature for both current and future generations to enjoy (GaiaZOO 2021). They hope 

to achieve such through their mission; illustrating how special the planet is through cultivating 

respect and love for nature within their zoo (GaiaZOO 2021). Through natural and large 

exhibits in which animals can illustrate natural behaviour they hope to inspire visitors to 

contribute to nature conservation (GaiaZOO 2021). Their mission and vision are an 

illustration of the shift zoos are currently making from leisure-oriented institutions towards 

nature and conservation-oriented institutions.  
 

 
 
1 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
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Figure 1: Map of GaiaZOO, the Netherlands, found on their website and on sight to guide visitors during their visit 

(GaiaZOO 2021) 

Their unique selling point is that they provide a trip around the world in one day. They 

have organized this world tour in the form of the Savanna (brown section figure 1), the Taiga 

(turquoise section figure 1), Limburg (yellow section figure 1) and the Rainforest (green 

section figure 1). Although they claim to represent the whole world through these sections 

within the zoo, this is only a small proportion of the diversity of species that the world hosts.2 

GaiaZOO contributes to conservation in all sectors of the zoo in a variety of ways. Firstly, 

they are part of the European Association of Zoos and Aquariums (EAZA), an organization 

that was set up around 30 years ago. Being a part of this association together with 300 

European zoos allows for the exchange of animals to maintain healthy gene pools for 

reproduction (EAZA 2021). In addition, this body is responsible for the choices that are made 

regarding what animals participate in reproduction programs with the aim to conserve 

endangered species. Secondly, the zoo works closely with Gaia Nature Fund, a fund through 

which money is raised and campaigns are organized to contribute to conservation. Through 

 
 
2 This representation of the world’s species will be elaborated on in Chapter One: Materializing Domination 
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this means, the zoo has contributed to several conservation projects for animals such as the 

white rhino, African wild dogs, gorilla, and European mink (GaiaZOO 2021). All 

contributions pointing to their thoughtfulness towards nature.  

Within this research I have chosen to focus on one single animal species and their 

relationship to humans: the white rhino. In a similar vein to Anna Tsing’s book ‘The 

Mushroom at the End of the World’, this research analyses the variety of representations of 

the white rhino in relation to humans to explore how humans position themselves in nature 

within an institution such as a zoo in which humans and nature actively meet (Tsing 2015). 

Apart from my personal affinity with African wildlife and the white rhino, it is a species 

which population fluctuated a lot over the years. Whereas at the beginning of the 20th century 

around 500,000 rhinos roamed across the globe, today there is an estimate of 23,630 African 

rhinos left of which an estimate of 18,000 white rhinos (International Rhino Foundation 

2020). Although there are many drivers that have led to the decrease in the rhino population, 

the killing of the rhino for the retrieval of its horn is arguably the largest one. Poaching 

activities have increased in the last decades as the value of rhino horn increased massively in 

the illegal market (Büscher 2016). With the rhino population declining, more and more parties 

are directing their practices to the conservation of this species. In addition, it is a species that 

has hardly biologically changed over the past million years (Baraniuk 2015).3 In GaiaZOO, 

the white rhino is the heaviest animal in their animal collection and is situated in the Savanna 

section of the zoo. The Savanna also holds Europe’s largest colony of flamingo’s making the 

Savanna a popular location for visitors (GaiaZOO 2019).  

 The conservation of the white rhino is a complex political trajectory often loaded with 

emotions (Ballantyne, et al. 2007, Smith and Stephen 2008, Luebke and Matiasek 2013, 

Skibins and Powell 2013, Powell and Bullock 2014). GaiaZOO aims to bring visitors closer to 

nature and create awareness and understanding of the critical state nature is in. The status of 

the white rhino and its conservation, in combination with the mission and vision of GaiaZOO, 

creates an interesting dynamic of human domination and nature valuation. A dynamic which 

will be uncovered through representation within this thesis. It is also through this dynamic 

that a series of contradictions will be uncovered. Contradictions that make it difficult to 

achieve an equal playing field for all actors, human and non-human, in an institution made by 

humans for humans.  

 
 

 
3 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
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Methodology  

This thesis explores the relationship between nature and culture within GaiaZOO, an 

institution in which nature and culture meet. To do so, I have been inspired by Latour’s 

(1996) actor-network theory (ANT). ANT is framework that tries to overcome the earlier 

mentioned dichotomy by assuming that non-humans have a similar agency to humans (Callon 

1999, Kohn 2015, Latour 1996, Latour 2003). It is an approach which recognizes that reality 

is enacted through social interactions in which both humans and non-humans play a role. This 

approach, also referred to as ‘symmetrical anthropology’ aims to give equal explanatory 

priority to all actors in the creation of reality (Latour 2003, Petitpas and Bonacic 2019). Thus, 

instead of perceiving non-humans as merely background, food or symbols, they now enter the 

realm of humans as they are considered to have biographical and political lives (Helmreich 

and Kirksey 2010). Within this approach, it is unravelled “how a multitude of organisms’ 

livelihoods shape and are shaped by political, economic, and cultural forces” (Helmreich and 

Kirksey 2010, 545). I have been inspired by this approach and I have employed a variety of 

methods to take both the human and non-human perspective, and role within shaping realities, 

into account.4 

  I have conducted 16 semi-structure interviews with human individuals that are 

involved in the visual, textual, and political representation of the white rhino. These include, 

among others, European Association of Zoos and Aquarium members that are responsible for 

the white rhino, Head of Zookeeping and Education and Communications Manager of 

GaiaZOO, an animal activist, NGO representatives that work with the white rhino, wildlife 

photographers and South-African white rhino experts (see appendix I). Interviewing a variety 

of parties that are related to the white rhino allowed me to gain insights concerning the visual, 

textual, and political representation from a variety of perspectives. These interviews function 

as the main body of information within this thesis.  

 To complement and solidify the insights received within the interviews, I have 

conducted a quantitative content analysis (CA) of GaiaZOO’s Instagram account with a 

discourse analytic approach. While content analysis and discourse analysis are two very 

different methods, I have used the quantitative nature of the content analysis to understand 

trends of representation within the Instagram account while the discourse analytic approach 

allowed me to understand these trends within their respective context (Hardy, Harley and 

 
 
4 How this was done is explained later in this chapter.  
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Phillips 2004). While CA initially assumes that one reality exists through coding, I have let 

categories emerge from the sample guided by a simple frame based on existing research 

(Hardy, Harley and Phillips 2004) (see appendix II for the operationalization table). As such, 

the meaning of the coded data emerged from the data in this particular context rather than 

from one existing idea of reality. Discourse analysis aims to uncover relationships of 

dominance, power, and control through analysing language (Mengibar 2015). Mengibar 

(2015) argues that the analysis of discourse thus relates to knowledge production and who has 

the power to produce such knowledge. As such, this analysis will describe how ‘reality’ is 

narrated and by whom. In addition, the interactive social media platform Instagram has 

allowed me to see how visitors interact with the representations that GaiaZOO posts on their 

social medial account (Skalski, Neuendorf and Cajigas 2017). Given the subjectivity of this 

method, it is important to recognize the influece of the author, consumer and researcher on the 

meaning and interpretation of the data. I will elaborate on the influence of such 

interpretability in the following section.    

 As explained earlier, the interaction between humans and non-humans must be studied 

from both sides, including the perspective and agency of the white rhino. Unfortunately, due 

to the COVID-19 regulations, that forced zoos to close, I was unable to actively study the 

white rhino ethnographically and on a day-to-day basis. However, through conversations with 

experts, photography, and recordings of my limited visits to the animals, personal 

observations, a live video update on the Facebook account of GaiaZOO, and a literature 

review, I have gathered data concerning the agency of the white rhino. As in the end it must 

not be forgotten that “human nature is an interspecies relationship” (Tsing 2012, 141).  

The triangulation of semi-structured interviews, content analysis with a discourse 

analytic approach and multi-species perspective has guided the path towards uncovering the 

human position in the natural world in GaiaZOO.  

   

Positionality  

 Given the nature of this research, it is important to discuss my positionality and how 

this may have affected the research outcomes. Firstly, I am trained by the Field Guides 

Association of South Africa to be a field guide meaning that I have lived in the South African 

bush for half a year learning about all the wonders that nature has to offer in order to 

sustainably guide guests. During this training I have not only learned a lot about the white 

rhino and its behaviour, but I have also had countless encounters with the animal species in its 

natural habitat. Secondly, I have had the opportunity to talk to, and work with, several 
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conservation organizations that aim to conserve the white rhino both in the Netherlands and 

the continent of Africa. Throughout these experiences I have been developing my 

understanding of the complexity and dynamics of the conservation of the species. DeWalt and 

DeWalt (2011) acknowledge that all research and researchers are biased, meaning that my 

previous experiences and knowledge influenced my research (DeWalt and DeWalt 2011). 

Over the years, I have internalized my own opinion and perception of the white rhino, its 

conservation and the role zoos play within that. I have been aware of the fact that these 

internalized knowledges influence the representation of ‘reality’ that I present here. To 

navigate these influences, I ensured to remain reflexive of my position and the influences it 

may have on my research and conclusions.  

 In addition, it is important to reflect on the implications of my position as a human in 

discussing human-animal relationships. As humans are the only species that can narrate the 

complexities of the relationship, we automatically take a dominant position. Regardless of my 

best attempt to employ multispecies ethnography to represent the animal’s perspective, there 

will always be bias and interpretation of me as a human and researcher. Therefore, I was 

continuously reflexive in my journal of my dominant position as a human within studying 

human-animal relationships and the disabling practices that might accompany it.  

 

Outline  

 Based on the methods explained above, chapter one explores the idea of human 

domination and how human domination is present in the process of materializing within 

GaiaZOO. Chapter two builds upon the content analysis of GaiaZOO’s Instagram account and 

elaborates on the visual representation of the white rhino in GaiaZOO, the techniques used 

within this visual representation to elicit emotions as well as the contradictions that are 

present within the process. The third and final chapter delves into the political representation 

of the white rhino. Here I elaborate on both the political representation concerning individual 

wellbeing and population welfare as well as the legal landscape in which such political 

representation takes place. The thesis concludes by restating the main arguments of all three 

chapters and suggesting areas of future research. 
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Chapter One:  
Materializing Domination 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo 1: View of two white rhinos in GaiaZOO, taken by author 
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This chapter explores the idea of human domination over nature and how it 

materializes within the zoo environment. After shortly introducing the idea of human 

domination, this chapter starts with illustrating that human domination is present in the 

foundations of the conservation missions of GaiaZOO and the EAZA. Thereafter, I elaborate 

on the human made system of classification according to which zoo animals receive their 

‘ticket for entry’ in the zoo. Following this sub-chapter, I discuss the core of zoos as a 

“necessary commercial business” and how the commercial aspect of zoos limits the process of 

fully becoming a conservation-oriented institution. I conclude this chapter with describing 

how the physical representation of the white rhino through its exhibit subconsciously 

reinforces human domination.  

 

Human domination  

 Before I turn to the materialization of human domination within GaiaZOO, it is 

important to understand the meaning of human domination. According to the dictionary, 

domination is the control and/or power over other people and things (Cambridge Dictionary 

2021). Humans and animals have a long and diverse history of relations (Ingold 1994, 

Manning and Serpell 1994). From hunters and gatherers, who were not yet emancipated from 

the natural world to today’s domestication of animals and exploitation of nature for material 

production systems (Ingold 1994). Within these relations humans have often prevailed. From 

altering landscapes for agricultural purposes to urban landscapes, humans have shaped and 

manufactured the natural world drastically (Vitousek, et al. 1997). The presence of such 

domination in the process of creating something physical is referred to as materializing. This 

chapter discusses how the idea of human domination is present in conservation statements, 

classification systems, maintenance of the zoo as well as the exhibit of the white rhino and 

what material output the presence of such human domination generates.  

 
“All for human interest”  

In the last decades, scientifically grounded nature conservation has become a 

prominent human-animal relationship (Ingold 1994, Echeverri, et al. 2018). Since the 1970s, a 

growing social movement in the Western world, recognizing animals’ rights and welfare, 

increased the scientific and public attention towards conserving nature (Echeverri, et al. 2018, 

Ojalammi and Nygren 2018). Although there are multiple sides to a conservation relationship, 

it is only humans that have documented and narrated these relationships as we currently know 

them (Ingold 1994, Haila 2000). According to Ingold (1994) these narrations are still “firmly 
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rooted in the doctrine… that the world of nature is separate from, and subordinate to, the 

world of humanity” (Ingold 1994, 10). Within this doctrine it is believed that any environment 

is altered from its ‘natural’ state once inhabited by humans making the only ‘wild’ and 

‘natural’ environments those that have stayed outside of the boundaries of human civilization 

(Ingold 1994). However, nature and its conservation is no longer outside of human 

civilization as cities become greener and zoos move toward nature-oriented institutions (B. 

Baker 1999, S. Baker 2001, Kisora and Driessen 2021). As explained in the introduction, zoos 

have responded to the critiques to animal welfare practices by directing their orientation away 

from merely leisure towards becoming spaces of building human-animal relationships, 

empathy, contribute to conservation and educate about nature in the urban sphere (Ojalammi 

and Nygren 2018). While this shift might allude to the idea that zoos are striving to let loose 

of the dichotomy that separates human and nature, I will argue here that the dichotomy 

remains very much present in the act of conservation within zoos (Mol 1999, Ojalammi and 

Nygren 2018).  

Zoos, including GaiaZOO, argue to contribute to in-situ conservation, the conservation 

of habitats and ecosystems in their natural environment, and ex-situ conservation, the 

conservation of biological species and components outside of their natural environment, in a 

variety of ways (Maxted 2001). Firstly, GaiaZOO claims to be an institution that educates its 

wide variety and large number of visitors on the environment and conservation (Patrick, et al. 

2007, Tribe and Booth 2006, GaiaZOO 2021).5 Secondly, through raising awareness with 

visitors, zoos organize fundraising activities to contribute to existing in-situ conservation 

projects financially (Tribe and Booth 2006). GaiaZOO established the Gaia Nature Fund in 

2005 and, through this fund, has organized a variety of activities such as sponsor runs and 

collecting recyclable material to raise money for both in-situ and ex-situ conservation projects 

(GaiaZOO 2020). Lastly, zoos have the potential to contribute to research relevant to 

biodiversity conservation including research on animal genetics, reproduction methods and 

monitoring reproduction cycles (Loh, et al. 2018). While all zoos have their own strategies 

and areas of focus in terms of conservation, many of them are a part of the European 

Association of Zoos and Aquariums (EAZA). This association is a credibility label that, after 

inspecting the adherence to a wide variety of guidelines such as animal welfare, security and 

conservation practices, is considered the standard of being a ‘good’ zoo on a European level 

 
 
5 Interview Bas Martens, Head of Zookeeping in GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 



 21 

(Hosey, Melfi and Ward 2020, EAZA 2021). The association was formed in 1992 and aims to 

“facilitate corporation within the European zoos and aquarium community towards the goals 

of education, research and conservation” (EAZA 2021). GaiaZOO, as a member of the 

EAZA, contributes to in-situ populations through genetic management of species and 

breeding species in captivity through participating in the EAZA ex-situ programs (EEPs) 

(Tribe and Booth 2006, Loh, et al. 2018). Not only do the animals that GaiaZOO keeps 

contribute to the research of the captive species, they also contribute to the reproduction of 

animal species such as the white rhino with the aim to keep the in-situ population genetically 

healthy as well as having the possibility to breed and reintroduce animals back into their 

natural habitat if necessary (Tribe and Booth 2006, Loh, et al. 2018).  

All these practices and structures seem to direct their attention to the contribution to 

nature and conservation. However, I argue that these conservation practices mostly focus on 

human survival rather than understanding and aiming for animal survival. For example, the 

EAZA mission statement on conservation management states:   

“To create an urgent awareness among the many millions of European zoo 

visitors of the fact that the long-term survival of a thriving human population 

on earth is fully dependent on the rapid development of sustainability on a 

global scale. And, through the creation of this awareness, to evoke individual 

and collective political action aiming at reaching global sustainable levels of 

all human activities within the next three to five decades.” (EAZA 2008, 1) 

Within this statement, which functions as the foundation of many conservation 

strategies within the EAZA accredited zoos, the need and purpose of conservation in zoos is 

defined as a need for humans. Instead of indicating that nature has the ‘right’ to live and exist, 

this statement alludes towards nature being in service of humans as humans are fully 

depended on it for survival. In combination with the earlier mentioned historically dominant 

positions that humans hold, this mission indicates that nature is subordinate to humans and 

that humans must conserve it to sustain their thriving species. This approach is also referred to 

as an anthropocentric viewpoint: valuing nature because of its contribution to the quality of 

human life (Amerigo, et al. 2007). GaiaZOO takes a similar anthropocentric approach to 

nature as stated in their mission: 
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“By pointing out the beauty, but also the fragility of nature, we want to create 

awareness and convince people of the need for nature conservation, so that 

future generations can continue to enjoy all the beauty that our earth has to 

offer” (GaiaZOO 2021) 

 

The mission of GaiaZOO aims to conserve nature for future generations to enjoy. 

Nature is therefore seen as a form of leisure rather than having value in itself. While the focus 

on nature conservation is a part of the earlier explained shift of zoos towards nature-oriented 

institutions, the motivation to do so is grounded in the contribution such conservation has to 

humans.  

Considering these statements further, it brings several thoughts to mind. Firstly, the 

strategy that shapes all conservation and educative processes within GaiaZOO is built on the 

frame that culture cannot stay existent without nature. As such, this mission does not reflect 

the value of nature itself but rather a cultural adaptation made by humans to create value 

through the possible loss of own existence. In a similar vein to Kay Anderson’s (1995) 

argument, the motivation for conservation has become a reflection of the desire of personal 

existence and leisure rather than that of other non-human animal species (Anderson 1995). 

The prioritizing of the human over other non-human species within the conservation 

statement of the EAZA and the mission of GaiaZOO can thus be considered human 

domination. Secondly, it alludes to the idea that the survival of one species (humans) is 

dominant over, and more in need for survival, compared to other species. Humans thus take 

an anthropocentric position: they position themselves in the centre in the pattern of existence. 

This anthropocentric view is a part of the way in which humans classify life and give value to 

other species. Therefore, it is worth understanding the process of species classification and its 

influence on the collection of animals within the zoo.  

 

‘Ticket for entry’ 

Species, as a biologically determined unit, is a way for humans to group organisms in 

a graspable manner (Reydon 2019). The trend of classifying life traces back to prehistory 

where it was found that human grouped organisms based on their relationship with humans 

(Raven, Berlin and Breedlove 1971, Mishler 2009). Following years of development, the 

current classification system groups and organizes animals depending on their common 

ancestors as well as grouping on overall resemblance in biological traits (Mishler 2009, 

Reydon 2019). Organized in a hierarchal taxonomic classification system, species are 
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classified in terms of domain, kingdom, phylum, class, order, family, genus, and species 

(Manimekalai and Vijaya 2014). For example, the white rhino is closely related to, among 

others, horses and zebras, as they all belong to the ‘order’ of odd-toed ungulates while they all 

belong to a different ‘family’ (Prothero 2001). GaiaZOO also makes use of such classification 

system to communicate their array of species to their audience through their website. On the 

page titled ‘from Ape to Zebra’ GaiaZOO presents all the animals within their animal 

collection (GaiaZOO 2021). Visitors of the website are presented with four options here: 

‘Birds’, ‘Ungulates’, ‘Monkeys’ and ‘Predators’. While ‘birds’ is a ‘class’ classification, the 

other three are the name of an ‘order’ to which the animals belong. All animals are classified 

according to such a classification system, and this is thus not a unique feature that 

differentiates zoo animals from other animals. The following section elaborates on what does 

differentiate zoo animals from other animals.    

As was explained in the introduction, zoos keep a wide variety of species from all over 

the globe. These species are, according to the EAZA, either those that “contribute most to the 

goals of your institution [a member zoo] as described in the mission statement” or “which 

animals you are best able to care for” (EAZA 2013, 24). In addition to these strategies 

Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager of GaiaZOO, explained: “such an 

animal species that then comes new, must really have an IUCN [International Union for 

Conservation of Nature] status ‘endangered’”.6 The IUCN is a democratic union that 

connects experts and influential conservation organizations from all over the world in the 

combined effort to conserve nature (IUCN 2021). In addition to these efforts, the union also 

has the “world's most comprehensive inventory of the global conservation status of plant and 

animal species” (IUCN 2021). Through a large scientific database, they can evaluate the risk 

of extinction of thousands of species globally and labels these species according to such risk 

in the categories below (IUCN 2021) (see figure 2).   

 
 
6 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 

Figure 2: The IUCN status of the white rhino, taken from the IUCN white rhino report (IUCN 2020) 
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While the species that newly enter GaiaZOO need to have a critical IUCN status7, the 

zoo does not only host animals with such a status. On the 16th of February 2021, GaiaZOO 

launched a new initiative on their Instagram account called the ‘animal passport’. These 

Instagram posts give a profile of the animal, their basic physical features, three facts and their 

IUCN status.8 The profiles introduce the variety of species that are present within GaiaZOO to 

their followers. Looking at these animal passports, it became clear that not all species within 

the zoo carry a critical IUCN status. The first four animal passports featured animals that 

carry the status of ‘safe’: there is no conservation concern.9 To this Hanneke replied: “of 

course there are also always animals that are there for ‘enrichment’”.10 These are the 

animals that were born in zoos and cannot survive in the wild any more around which 

GaiaZOO also builds an educative story.11 Thus, for species to enter GaiaZOO, they must 

either be born in zoos (regardless of their status) or have an IUCN status.  

All of the animals within GaiaZOO, or any zoo for that matter, are considered 

‘ambassadors’ for their wild counterparts (Spooner, et al. 2021). The species that are born in 

zoos, and thus cannot survive in the wild, contribute to the education of visitors on the natural 

environment with the aim to foster human-animal connections.12 However, the species that 

newly enter zoos, due to their local or global risk at extinction, are also considered as 

‘conservation ambassadors’ for their wild counterparts. According to Lars Versteege, EEP 

Coordinator, it is imperative to build up a back-up population in captivity in case the species 

goes extinct in the wild.13 Andre Uys, Wildlife Veterinarian, added that the genetic diversity 

that zoo populations can bring to the small and/or declining wild populations is essential in 

sustaining such populations.14 Their contribution to in-situ conservation and education makes 

them ambassadors of their wild counterparts and arguably makes their ‘captivity for 

conservation’ justifiable (Spooner, et al. 2021). Yet, it is also the notion of ambassadors for 

conservation that allows new animals to enter captivity, a process which has many opponents.  

 One of these critics is Sandra van de Werd, the Founder of animal activist organization 

Comité Dierennoodhulp, who argues that the choices of what species are included and what 

 
 
7 Critical IUCN status are those ranging from near threatened to extinct.  
8 Content Analysis of the GaiaZOO Instagram account.  
9 Content Analysis of the GaiaZOO Instagram account. 
10 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
11 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
12 This will be further elaborated on in Chapter Two: Emotions for Conservation 
13 Interview Lars Versteege, EEP Coordinator of the white rhino at the EAZA, 30/03/2021 
14 Andre Uys, Wildlife Veterinarian and South African Park Manager, 22/03/2021 
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species are not, is a “form of discrimination”.15 Although I will not extensively dive into the 

meaning of this form of discrimination due to the scope of this research, Van de Werd alludes 

to the inclusion and exclusion of certain species in terms of the justification of their captivity. 

She takes an animal ethicist approach and claims that each individual animal deserves moral 

consideration (Keulartz 2015, Kreger and Hutchins 2010).16 Here the “locust of moral 

concern” is thus the individual and compromising freedom through captivating animals for 

conservation is therefore seen as unethical (Keulartz 2015, 338, Kreger and Hutchins 2010). 

She argues that “the individual rhino is not concerned about its species being conserved or 

not. They just want to live, just want to have a good life”.17 This approach does not consider 

the contribution to conservation of in-situ populations and the ambassador status of captive 

species as a justification of their captivity.  

 The ‘ticket for entry’ of species within GaiaZOO is built upon a human created 

classification system that organizes life based on biological characteristics and categories of 

population welfare. The urge for conservation is determined by the IUCN status of a species 

population. This process, that is built on a system created by humans to understand organisms 

and their organization, is an illustration of human control and the way in which humans make 

use of such control to justify their actions. Such human domination, as is present in the system 

of classifications, extends beyond the justification to keep animals captive for conservation 

purposes as I will illustrate now.  

 

“A necessary commercial business”  

When I visited GaiaZOO on the 22nd of April 2021, I was surprised by the little 

amount of promotion the zoo made concerning their conservation activities.18 As zoos justify 

themselves as institutions contributing to conservation through education, I would expect to 

see these contributions represented in all aspects of the zoo, especially the educational signs 

(Tribe and Booth 2006, Loh, et al. 2018). However, the signs in GaiaZOO do not refer to the 

EAZA and the contribution of the zoo to the white rhino EAZA ex-situ programs (EEPs). 

Although the state of the wild population of the animals is explained, there is little to no 

explanation as to what visitors themselves can do to contribute to conservation. When I asked 

the Education and Conservation Manager, Hanneke de Boer, about these signs, she mentioned 

 
 
15 Interview Sandra van de Werd, Founder Comité Dierennoodhulp, 13/04/2021 
16 Interview Sandra van de Werd, Founder Comité Dierennoodhulp, 13/04/2021 
17 Interview Sandra van de Werd, Founder Comité Dierennoodhulp, 13/04/2021 
18 GaiaZOO visit fieldnotes 22/04/2021 and 08/06/2021 
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that initially IUCN logo’s and the EAZA logos were present on the signs but when the signs 

got replaced these were removed.19 Although according to the Dutch Association of Zoos and 

the EAZA education strategies the mentioning of an animals IUCN status and conservation 

programs are ‘mandatory’, GaiaZOO has yet to implement it.20 “It hasn’t been implemented 

yet”, Hanneke said. “And of course, if you have to change all the signs in the park you are 

talking about a lot of work and money”.21 Although I understand that replacing the signs 

professionally is complex and expensive, I argue that not changing the signs is a matter of 

priority setting.  

During my first visit to the zoo many of the present zoo staff were contributing to 

maintenance. Hanneke proudly presented the renovated paths, the newly painted restaurant, 

including new education signs underneath the plant decorations within the restaurant and the 

change from parasols to natural shade by replacing them with trees. While I did not ask if the 

financial priority was set to renovations, Hanneke did mention that they used their time 

without guests due to COVID-19 wisely to conduct some renovations.22 I only visited the 

Savanna area of the zoo that day, meaning that I only saw a part of the renovations done 

during lockdown. Of the renovations that were observed that day, the majority focussed on 

fixing paths and maintenance, and some focussed on educative signs. While education was 

included in the renovations and signs with animal facts were attached underneath hanging 

plants within the restaurant, most of the renovations were focussed on visitor comfort. The 

distribution of focus within the renovations illustrates that, while GaiaZOO is slowly moving 

towards education and conservation-oriented institutions, visitor satisfaction is still key and a 

priority of the zoo.  

GaiaZOO makes choices based on three pillars: guests, animals, and park.23 It is an 

interplay between keeping visitors satisfied, ensuring animal wellbeing, and contributing to 

conservation as well as infrastructural developments within the park. Initially, the three zoo 

managers each had a pillar under their supervision which balanced the choices made within 

the zoo. However, this is currently changing and the structure in which choices are made are 

not entirely clear, both to me and Hanneke. “Either we give equal attention to all pillars in 

the same year, or one year more attention is given to the one and the next year to the other”.24 

 
 
19 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
20 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
21 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
22 GaiaZOO visit fieldnotes 22/04/2021. 
23 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
24 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
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Although this might sound like a well-balanced approach, Hanneke mentioned that they see 

the zoo as “a necessary commercial business”. The meaning of such is that the commercial 

aspect of the zoo, one that ensures visitor satisfaction to achieve financial income, is of the 

utmost importance for the existence of the zoo. In a similar fashion, the EAZA indicates that 

“the first priority of managing a zoo is to keep the business running: the management needs to 

assure that the zoo has regular income” (EAZA 2013, 13). Developments to increase zoo 

visitor satisfaction, such as leisure developments, are thus pivotal to the choices that are being 

made. Even though Hanneke mentioned that this should not be dominant in decision making, 

they point towards the necessity of commercial aspects within the zoo to ensure their 

existence. This also brings about practical consequences, such as not renewing the signs, due 

to the priorities set towards visitor satisfaction. Cain and Meritt Jr. (1998) have argued 

similarly by indicating that, as zoos shift their attention towards conservation, they have faced 

financial constraints (Cain and Meritt Jr. 1998). To combat these financial constraints, zoos 

have directed their attention on their commercial income through food, giftshops and other 

money-making attractions (Cain and Meritt Jr. 1998). These attractions, such as a Ferris 

Wheel, giftshops, multiple food locations and vending machines, can also be found in 

GaiaZOO.25  

The physical educative signs and processes of renovation within GaiaZOO tell a story. 

While zoos are in the process of developing the representation and contribution to 

conservation, the satisfaction of visitors to sustain the zoos existence remains of key 

importance. The commercial aspects of zoos, as will be further elaborated on in this thesis, 

thus limits zoos in fully reaching their potential as conservation-oriented institutions.  

 

Physically “from above” 

*** 

22nd of April 2021 

As we walk up the bridge the second time, I see that the three white rhinos have 

moved. Instead of lying in a huddle in the middle of the exhibit, the rhinos have relocated 

themselves near several stacks of hay which the zookeepers had placed there minutes before 

we arrived. A gentle spring sun is shining as we walk further down the elevated path to see 

the three animals from up close. At first glance I had difficulty locating the three heaviest 

 
 
25 GaiaZOO visit fieldnotes 22/04/2021 and 08/06/2021 
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animals of GaiaZOO despite the wide-open space of the rhino exhibit. In response to my 

impatient thoughts, I decided to respectfully follow my generous host.    

Out of breath from the uphill walk my eyes caught sight of two large grey shapes. As 

we continue walking, I see that the rhinos are incredibly close to the border of the exhibit (see 

photo 1). We stop. I see their head hanging down, eating. There is a mere two meters of 

height between us and the rhinos. As I look down, the smell of wet hay enters my nose. It is 

almost like I can touch the two large grey shapes that stand below me looking calm, 

unbothered, and almost tame.  

My attention shifts. There is a rhythmic noise that enters my ears. Tick… tick… tick… 

The sound is unfamiliar to me, and I have difficulty identifying where it comes from. Tick… 

tick… tick... The ticking continues. After a while it starts to sound to me as the ticking of a 

gas stove, just before lighting it. I walk around and hear the sound intensifying. Tick… tick…. 

tick… As I look down, I see iron wires running across the borders of the white rhino exhibit. 

The penny drops. It is the electricity running through these wires that I hear.   

Walking back to where I initially viewed the rhinos. I feel strong and in control. I can 

inconsiderately walk the path and see the rhinos from all angles without notably interrupting 

the animals. Even if they want to flee, they would never do so towards me. Standing there, 

physically above these large animals that once intimidated me, I feel safe and perhaps 

dominant.  

*** 
 

In the modern evolution of zoos, that are more conscious of animal wellbeing, zoo 

exhibits are changing to become more natural looking habitats (Braverman 2011, Davey 

2006). Simultaneously, zoos aim to create some sort of intimacy for its visitors when viewing 

the animals through minimizing barriers between the two parties (Thomas 2013).26 This can 

be done through for example dry or filled moats, glass and height differences allowing for no 

physical viewing barrier (Thomas 2013).27 Studies have shown that the design of an exhibit 

can shape a visitor’s perception of an animal and create an emotional connection between the 

human and the animal (Fernandez , et al. 2009, Finlay, James and Maple 1988).28 These 

emotions can in turn be both positive and negative. At the white rhino exhibit in GaiaZOO, 

 
 
26 Interview Friederike von Howald, TAG Chair Rhinoceros at the EAZA, 19/04/2021; Interview with Hanneke 
de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
27 Interview Friederike von Howald, TAG Chair Rhinoceros at the EAZA, 19/04/2021  
28 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
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Hanneke, Education and Conservation Manager of GaiaZOO, explained that visitors cannot 

“experience the animals from ground level”.29 Instead, the visitor stands on a walking bridge 

that is around two meters high (see photo 1). The exhibit was initially designed for cheetahs, 

and the wall that visitors stand on was high enough to prevent the cheetah’s from jumping on 

it.30 The visitor thus physically stands above the rhino when viewing it. This is advantageous 

as visitors can always observe the rhinos from everywhere along the path. As such, GaiaZOO 

can guarantee white rhino sightings which positively influences visitor’s satisfaction. 

However, I argue that such positioning of visitors is not fruitful in fostering equal human-

animal relationships. As Thomas (2013) argues, when visitor areas are situated below the 

grade of the exhibit, visitors can view the animals at or slightly above eyelevel which would 

make the animal appear more impressive (Thomas 2013). However, when situated in reverse, 

the visitor above the grade of the exhibit, Coe (1985) argues that visitors might 

subconsciously perceive the animals as a subordinate being (Coe 1985). Similarly, Friederike 

von Howald, Veterinarian of Basel Zoo and the TAG Chair of the Rhinoceros at the EAZA, 

indicated that animal and visitor position are what differentiate a ‘good and a bad zoo’ from 

one another. “It says already in the word, you look down on something” she explained.31 Her 

statement, which is built upon her experiences within zoos, also alludes to the impact that 

physical positions can have on the perception of visitors. I therefore argue in line with Coe 

(1985) that the rhino exhibit in GaiaZOO, given the physically dominant position of visitors, 

subconsciously reinforces structures of domination and subordination between humans and 

animals rather than bridging that gap.  

 The auditory perception at the rhino exhibit also alludes towards the reinforcement of 

human domination. The ticking sound described in the vignette, is the constant generation of 

electricity through the wires that surround the white rhino exhibit. Even though the wires are 

hardly visible to the visitors due to camouflaging, the ticking sound is continuous and slightly 

louder than the background noises of visitors and animals in the exhibit (see figure 3).32 Zoos 

 
 
29 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021; GaiaZOO visit 
fieldnotes 22/04/2021 and 08/06/2021 
30 Interview Bas Martens, Head of Zookeeping in GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
31 Interview Friederike von Howald, TAG Chair Rhinoceros at the EAZA, 19/04/2021 
32 Sounds recording taken at GaiaZOO visit 08/06/2021 

Figure 3: Representation of sound waves of electricity at the rhino exhibit GaiaZOO 
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are increasingly developing their exhibits to more natural looking habitats (Woods 2002, 

Milstein 2009).33 Through adding plants and bushes, in combination with the earlier 

mentioned natural barrier, unnatural features such as fences are camouflaged (Woods 2002, 

Milstein 2009, Beardsworth and Bryman 2001). Hanneke, Education and Conservation 

Manager of GaiaZOO, mentioned that “if you minimize the barrier [between the visitor and 

the animal], you can of course also stimulate sensory perception”.34 Although the electrical 

fences are camouflaged at the white rhino exhibit in GaiaZOO, the fences are still present 

through auditory perception. Fences, as a method of containment of animals, are a physical 

form of human domination. I therefore argue that, particularly given increase in sensory 

perception as a result of minimizing barriers, the auditory presence of the electrical fence 

continuously yet subconsciously reinforces human domination as visitors view the white 

rhino.  

The representation of the white rhino through its exhibit is thus an important factor 

that subconsciously reinforces human domination despite the efforts to minimize this effect. 

 
*** 

 
Zoos are a physical infrastructure in which nature and humans interact. This chapter 

has illustrated that the foundations of the conservation strategies of EAZA and GaiaZOO are 

grounded in anthropocentric motives. Regardless of the intentions, the core conservation goals 

are focusing on animal survival as a means for human survival and leisure. Such human 

domination is also present through the system of classification that humans have created over 

the years to make sense of the natural world. Within conservation, the IUCN, and its method 

of classifying population welfare, is used as a method of justifying the captivity and entry of 

animals within a zoo. Regardless of the best intentions of zoos to contribute to conservation, 

to which such criteria for entry allude, they remain in essence a commercial institution made 

by humans for humans. The satisfaction of visitors, and the investment to ensure such 

satisfaction, is prominent in decision making. Such visitor satisfaction is reflected within the 

exhibit of the white rhino where visitors, due to their positioning, are guaranteed a sighting of 

the animals. However, the position of humans in relation to animals at the white rhino exhibit, 

in combination with the auditory perception, subconsciously reinforce human domination and 

 
 
33 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021; Interview Bas 
Martens, Head of Zookeeping in GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
34 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
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animal subordination. All these processes are illustrations of how practices and ideas of 

human domination are materialized in the GaiaZOO. These processes are part of the aspects 

that limit zoos to fully embody their goals of conservation and aim to bridge the gap between 

nature and humans as nature-oriented institutions.  
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Photo 2: White rhino in a zoo. Made by: Britta Jaschinski for the NGO Born Free. 
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The previous chapter illustrated how forms of human domination are present in the 

organizational structure of the zoo and how such human domination materializes through 

decision making. At heart, the priorities of decision making that are explained in chapter one 

shape the way in which animals are visually and textually represented within the zoo to its 

visitors. As mentioned in the introduction, the representation of animals within the zoo 

reflects the self-definition of humans (Kisora and Driessen 2021). This chapter elaborates on 

the strategies within the visual representations of GaiaZOO that reflect the position that 

humans hold within the natural world. The chapter is built upon a quantitative content 

analysis with a discourse analytic approach of the Instagram of GaiaZOO. First, the chapter 

elaborates on the method used and the main findings of the content analysis. Through 

analysing a visual image per sub-chapter, the chapter first elaborates on the framing of 

‘positive’ and ‘negative’ environmental imagery followed by the strategies of visual 

representation that result in “emotional defencelessness”. Thereafter, the chapter discusses 

how the use of anthropomorphism, the ascription of human emotions upon non-human 

animals, can foster a sense of ‘sameness’ but also brings about contradictions. The third sub-

chapter elaborates on the conservation value the white rhino has due to its conservation 

history and megafauna characteristics. Here I illustrate that such value potentially contributes 

to the popularity of the white rhino and therefore also indirectly its successful conservation 

after which I elaborate on the productive utilization of this value in favour of humans. 

Through discussing these points, this chapter illustrates that the use of emotions as a strategy 

within visual representations of the white rhino do not only reflect the position humans hold 

within the natural world but is also embedded in a series of contradictions that reinforce 

human domination. 

 
Methodological note  

 For this chapter, a content analysis with a discourse analytic approach of the Instagram 

account of GaiaZOO was conducted to understand the strategy of representation of the zoo’s 

social media account. While the role of visual representation within environmental imagery 

has been recognized as important, there is limited research that incorporates such visual 

representations (Thomas-Walters, McNulty and Veríssimo 2020). Social media and online 

communication have increased in the past decade and the COVID-19 pandemic, and the 

pandemic associated consequences, has resulted in online media to be a prominent strategy of 

communication (Hussain 2020). As mentioned in the introduction, visual representations are a 

platform in which human-animal relationships are produced and reproduced through self-
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definition and thus understanding visual representations is crucial in understanding how the 

zoo sees the human position in nature (Kisora and Driessen 2021).  

 The content analysis focussed on the Instagram account of GaiaZOO, a photo sharing 

social media platform.35 Instagram is currently one of the most popular social media apps and 

is estimated to have 1074 billion users worldwide (Mohsin 2021). GaiaZOO mainly uses the 

platform for educational purposes, behind the scenes footage and linking posts with 

hashtags.36 Almost every post that GaiaZOO uploads has hashtags which links the post to a 

platform where all the posts with the same hashtag are bundled. As such, everyone that 

searches for a particular hashtag will find the post which broadens the network. The model of 

Instagram, including the hashtags, targets a younger audience compared to other social media 

outlets such as Facebook according to Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation 

Manager of GaiaZOO.37 Given the vision of GaiaZOO, to illustrate the beauty and fragility of 

nature to convince visitors of the need to conserve nature for both current and future 

generations to enjoy, it is important to understand the way GaiaZOO visually represents 

animals. Especially the communication to their younger target audience as they are arguably 

the generation who can enact the most change, which must and can occur in the near future 

(GaiaZOO 2021). The content analysis aimed to understand the visual representation of the 

animals through the Instagram account of GaiaZOO and therefore all the photographs that 

portrayed animals were analysed. The sample of the content analysis consisted of 842 posts of 

photographed animals from the start of the Instagram account on the 24th of April 2014 until 

the end of my field work period (30th of April 2021). The quantitative content analysis 

recognized dominant features that emerged from the sample and was guided by predetermined 

categories of existing scholars (Bryman 2012). This method proved to be relevant in 

uncovering the strategies used within the visual representation of the animals in GaiaZOO. 

Main features concerning the context of the 842 posts were systematically reported and 

counted within a table (see appendix III for a sample) including data such as the date, type 

and number of animals depicted, number of likes, comments and hashtags and in what section 

of the zoo the animal can be found. Thereafter, visual markers within environmental imagery, 

taken from existing scholars, were identified according to the operationalization table (see 

appendix II) which included the following six main categories:  

 
 
35 https://www.instagram.com/gaiazoo_kerkrade/ 
36 Email contact Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 20/07/2021 
37 Email contact Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 20/07/2021 
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1. Perspective 

2. Positive/negative environmental image 

3. Background  

4. Categories of emotional strategy 

5. Conservation value  

6. Anthropomorphism  

Each post was analysed individually and indicated with a ‘one’, the feature is present, or a 

‘zero’, the feature is not present, in the coding scheme. While the subchapters that follow 

elaborate on the main findings with these categories, I will now present the general findings 

of the content analysis (for whole analysis see appendix IV).  

 The posting pattern of GaiaZOO on their Instagram account is unstructured. On 

average they post 120 posts a year with periods in which they post every day and periods in 

which they only post weekly (see graph 1 in appendix IV). Apart from ‘Limburg’ all sections 

of the zoo were almost equally represented on the Instagram account (see graph 4 in appendix 

IV). Within each section of the zoo, one or two animals were predominantly represented. Of 

the Savanna section of the zoo the lion and the giraffe were mostly represented, in the Taiga 

the most represented animals are the red panda and the lynx and within the rainforest area the 

pygmy hippo, gorilla and barbary marques were mostly represented (see graphs 13, 14, 15 in 

appendix IV). Of the 842 images, 832 were taken inside the zoo. The other images were either 

from other zoos or from nature outside the zoo. The aim of the posts were categorized in 10 

themes: education, conservation, birth, death, health and wellbeing, new arrivals/exits, new 

developments, riddles, animal passport and general (see appendix II). Hanneke de Boer, 

Education and Conservation Manager in GaiaZOO and one of the two main content creators 

of GaiaZOO’s Instagram account, mentioned that education is the main purpose of the 

Instagram account.38 This was also evident through the content analysis as 56% of the 

analysed posts were categorized as education posts.39 However, education was not always a 

prominent feature on the account. Since the start of the account, in 2014, the posts were 

mainly marketing oriented as posts focussed on arrivals, births and random pictures of 

animals as well as promoting events.40 In 2017, GaiaZOO re-evaluated their strategy and, in 

collaboration with the marketing and education sector, they restructured their Instagram 

 
 
38 Email contact Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 20/07/2021 
39 Posts with the main purpose to mention facts about the animals.  
40 Email contact Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 20/07/2021, 24% of the 
posts were categorized as ‘general’ which includes the marketing posts depicting animals.  
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according to one of their core missions: their educative role as a zoo and connecting humans 

to animals and nature.41 This shift in the Instagram account illustrates the embodiment of the 

transition zoos are undergoing: from marketing and leisure-oriented institutions towards 

education and connecting humans to nature.  

 

Environmental imagery  

*** 

5th of March 2021 

 My mother gives me a book: “Hidden: animals in the Anthropocene”. It is a book 

filled with stories of photojournalists that have captured the way humans exploit animals in 

our current time. I turn to the back of the book to read the blurb but instead of finding a 

description of what the book has to offer, I find a quote.  

 

“I am, quite simple, in awe of these photographers. In a way, they are 

like war photographers, except witness to a war that so many people have little 

idea exists, or choose to suppress that exists. This takes enormous inner 

strength hand bloody-minded determination to illuminate the mass 

extermination that unfold every second of every day across the planet” – Nick 

Brandt, photographer42 

 

I start feeling nauseous. War? Mass extermination? My stomach turns and carefully I open the 

book to the first page. I frown to limit my eyesight as the photographs that I see confront me. 

The photographs hit me. I feel like I get slapped in the face, over and over again. After ten 

pages I stop. With tears in my eyes, I close the book. I feel paralyzed and full of emotions that 

I cannot control. The photographs have hit me straight at the heart, without any warning or 

possible defence. 

 
*** 

 
 Visual representations of practices can elicit emotions to its audience and are therefore 

interesting to study when trying to understand human-animal relationships. The study of 

representation, and how representation is conducted, has gained popularity within the social 

 
 
41 Email contact Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 20/07/2021 
42 Quote from the book Hidden: Animals in the Anthropocene (McArthur and Wilson 2021) 
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sciences in recent decades (S. Baker 2001). These studies have illustrated that representation 

and ‘voice’ play an important role in the construction of knowledge and carried power in the 

process (B. Baker 1999, S. Baker 2001). Representations are therefore no longer understood 

as merely a way of understanding the brain’s capacity to process information (S. Baker 2001). 

Rather, it is a complex and broad concept that manifests itself in a variety of ways including 

visual, textual, and political representation (B. Baker 1999, S. Baker 2001). The combination 

of representations, and the processes that lead to them, illustrates the human understanding of 

non-humans (B. Baker 1999, S. Baker 2001, Beardsworth and Bryman, 2001). These 

arguments by previous scholars allude to the notion that ‘reality’ is not self-evident but rather 

the effect of signification practices (Braun and Wainwright 2001). These signification 

practices include, among others, the earlier described dichotomy between nature and culture. 

It is through those practices of framing and representation that science and meaning become 

something that can be known, measured or in this case conserved (Braun and Wainwright 

2001).  

 Within visual representation, framing is one of the “fundamental communicative 

processes by which social groups arrive at a shared sense of the world in which they live and 

act” (Bergthaller and Mortensen 2018, 1). As such, speaking of nature through the nature-

culture dichotomy is an act of framing and so is this thesis. Robert Entman (1993) adds to this 

argument by arguing that the process of framing requires selecting certain aspects of 

perceived reality. The chosen selection, that is considered the most relevant, is than often 

made prominent within representation (Entman 1993). Framing and visual representation thus 

contribute to the creation of an environmental imagery. The framing of an environmental 

imagery can, according to the interviewed photographers, be both ‘positive’ and ‘negative’. 

Positive environmental imagery is considered the representation of nature that is pristine, 

while negative environmental imagery is considered destructed nature. Britta Jaschinski, an 

Award-winning Wildlife Photographer, often represents the doom scenario of the destruction 

of nature like the book explained in the vignette. She often makes photographs of destruction 

and animal misconduct (see photo 2). The illustrating of biodiversity loss, environmental 

destruction and animal misconduct is, according to some scholars, “a critical component of 

engaging people in supporting conservation efforts” (Whitley, Kalof and Flach 2020, 3). 

However, not all agree with this approach. Hanneke, Education and Conservation 

Manager of GaiaZOO, explained that: “If you talk about conservation or the threats within it, 

we try to portray it as positively as possible. In the sense that it shouldn’t all be pedantic and 
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doomsday scenarios. Because this only evokes resistance of course, instead of involvement”.43 

GaiaZOO thus tries to illustrate pristine images of nature in order to trigger involvement. This 

was clearly the case on the Instagram account of GaiaZOO. Pictures were coded either as 

image of destruction of nature, such as destroyed or polluted nature (photo 4), or image of 

pristine, untouched nature (photo 3). In photo 3, there are no clear signs of an unnatural 

environment; the blurry background makes it seem as if the animal is in its natural 

environment. In photo 4 however, the plastic bags and waste presented are a clear sign of 

unnatural human material that pollute the natural environment of the stork. From all 842 

Instagram posts analysed, only one photo depicted the destruction of nature due to humans 

(photo 4). From this it is evident that GaiaZOO uses positive environmental imagery to 

promote nature and conservation.  

 The use of optimistic environmental imagery was also evident through the information 

billboards of the white rhino in GaiaZOO. The information concerning the white rhino can be 

found on the website of GaiaZOO in the form of a pdf as well as on sight next to the rhino 

exhibit. Here they framed the demand for rhino horn, that is one of the main drivers of the 

decline of the rhino population, as “not only nature lovers are impressed by the special rhino 

horn. In Yemen they make valuable handles of traditional daggers from it”.44 In addition, they 

frame the poaching of the rhino as ‘hunting’. Whilst hunting is seen as the legal practice of 

shooting an animal, poaching is an illegal practice (Waltert, Meyer and Kiffner 2009). This 

illustrates that GaiaZOO frames the severity of the state of the rhino population lightly to not 

 
 
43 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
44 GaiaZOO visit fieldnotes 22/04/2021 and 08/06/2021 

Photo 3: Image of pristine nature creating an 
environmental imagery, taken from the Instagram 
account of GaiaZOO. Posted on the 7th of February 
2021.  

Photo 4: Image of destructive nature creating and 
environmental imagery, taken from the Instagram 
account of GaiaZOO. Posted on the 10th of October 
2019. 
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discourage its visitors. Although there are most likely multiple factors that contribute to this 

choice, GaiaZOO actively chooses to represent optimistic reflections of nature rather than 

destructive reflections of nature.  

 However, GaiaZOO does not only present pristine or destructive images of nature. 

Given the nature of zoos, institutions made by humans for humans, many images on the 

Instagram account illustrated some visible form of a man-made environment. This included, 

among others, fences, concrete, feeding bowls, ropes, and other toys (see photo 5). As can be 

seen in photo 5, there are clear signs of a man-made environment: a fence, hay, and a feeding 

bowl. While these photos are not a depiction of pristine nature, they are also not a depiction 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

of destruction. Zoos therefore do not conform to the positive/negative or pristine/destruction 

environmental imagery but rather has its own form visual representation in the middle of this 

spectrum. In 30% of the analysed photographs, elements of a human created environment 

were visible. There are some strategies to minimize the visibility of human made 

environments, as will be explained later, which make the animals appear to be in a pristine 

environment. However, the presence of man-made structures in the portrayal of animals in the 

zoo illustrate captivity and human control rather than pristine nature. The elements of human 

control in the illustration of zoo animals illustrates the difficulty of promoting pro-nature 

behaviour as the nature that is represented is not pristine. As such, the zoo is trapped in 

reflections of human made environments for humans rather than human made environments 

for animals. These images are a part of representation that can hinder the accomplishment of 

their goal: optimistically illustrate pristine nature to convince visitors of the need to conserve 

it (GaiaZOO 2021).  

 

Photo 5: Image of visible man-made environment creating an environmental imagery, taken from 
the Instagram account of GaiaZOO. Posted on the 13th of February 2021. 
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“Emotional defencelessness” 

The creating of an environmental imagery, through pristine and destructive images, 

elicits some sort of emotion. All interviewed wildlife photographers, and in particularly 

Staffan Widstrand, mentioned that photography is a useful tool to reach people’s emotions in 

a similar fashion that the emotions in the vignette reached me. “But that's how we work with 

people, we have an intellectual side of the brain, and we have an emotional side of the brain 

to reach the intellect we have…. But we as humans, we put up a lot of safeguards around that 

intellect” after which Staffan continued: “if it's through image, you can reach through that 

barrier and get into the intellect by a backdoor. Then you're defenceless.”.45 Hanisch, 

Johnston and Longnecker (2019) hold a similar argument and explain that photography and 

other forms of visual representation of the natural world have the potential to increase 

engagement with conservation through “emotional attachment, awareness, knowledge, 

concern, and interest” (Hanisch, Johnston and Longnecker 2019, 268). In a similar fashion, 

other scholars have illustrated that emotion, and how these emotions effect people, are 

essential in the processes of conservation and education concerning the environment 

(Ojalammi and Nygren 2018, Ballantyne, et al. 2007, Luebke and Matiasek 2013). There are 

several strategies that contribute to the elicitation of emotions. Firstly, Hanneke explained that 

every image that they post online must have, in her words, some sort of ‘awhh’-factor.46 She 

is referring to a sense of awe that must be felt, or spark a positive reaction, by anyone looking 

at the picture, which can be achieved through several strategies according to in house 

photographer Hans Janssen.47 For example, a different composition, a unique moment, a 

certain look or eye-contact can contribute to the unique composition of a photo. The vast 

majority of the photos that GaiaZOO posts, indeed have a certain feel; they are rather close up 

to the animal, the eyes are focused, an animal behaviour is captured, and a lot of detail can be 

observed (see graph 8 in appendix IV).48 This can also be observed in photo 6, one of the 26 

photographs of the white rhino posted on GaiaZOO’s Instagram account, where the white 

rhino has just taken a mud bath. It is not only an illustration of animal behaviour, but the 

image is also rather close up. Building on these strategies, scholars argue that emotions are 

often linked with the viewing of animals that are perceived as charismatic, active and are 

situated in natural looking exhibits (Smith and Stephen 2008, Skibins and Powell 2013, 

 
 
45 Interview Staffan Widstrand, Wildlife Photographer, 05/03/2021 
46 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
47 Informal conversation Hans Janssen, photographer of GaiaZOO, 08/06/2021 
48 Content analysis of GaiaZOO’s Instagram account. 
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Ojalammi and Nygren 2018). The photo below, photo 6, illustrates an active animal that 

walks out of the water in an environment that has no clear man-made materials in it. In the 

majority of the analysed photos, 545 out of 842, the background of the image is made blurry 

to put focus on the animals and minimize the visibility of unnatural looking objects (see photo 

3). These visual indicators illustrate that, in line with the arguments presented by these 

scholars, GaiaZOO utilizes strategies that could potentially lead to more engagement in 

conservation. I argue that GaiaZOO is successful in bringing that ‘awhh’-factor across. In the 

content analysis of the zoo’s Instagram account, it was evident that the majority of the 

followers that reacted to the Instagram posts feel a sense of ‘awe’. Underneath the 842 

analysed Instagram posts, 2963 comments were placed of which 1388 comments included 

positive emoji’s such as hearts and 1187 comments included positive words such as ‘wow’, 

‘cute’ and ‘beautiful’.49 This pattern was also found in the comment’s underneath photo 6 (see 

photo 7). The post of the white rhino received 5 comments of visitors of the Instagram 

account. Of these comments, 3 comments included positive emoji’s (hearts, heart eyes and 

thumbs up) and 4 of the comments included a positive remark such as ‘beautiful animal’ or 

‘beautiful picture’. Ryder (1995) argues that zoo animals have the ability to instil a “sense of 

 
 
49 Content analysis of GaiaZOO’s Instagram account.  

Photo 6: Example of Instagram post of the white rhino, taken from the Instagram account of GaiaZOO. Posted on the 22nd of 
August 2019 
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awe and wonder that forms the basis of the concern 

and caring that motivates conservation action” (Ryder 

1995, 109). Although the actual effect of these 

images in relation to the motivation towards 

conservation action was not studied, GaiaZOO is 

attempting to create an emotional connection through 

their visual representation of their zoo animals that is 

in line with their mission statement: showing their 

visitors the beauty the natural world has to offer.  

Another strategy to elicit emotions is through 

infancy as well as larger and ‘cute’ animals (see 

photo 6). Kellert (1984) has argued that people are 

more aware of the issues that concern attractive, 

large, and ‘cute’ animals (Kellert 1984). In addition, 

Ballantyne, et al. (2007) argue that “young animals 

often elicit emotional responses” and are universally 

considered a popular characteristic attracting visitors 

(Ballantyne, et al. 2007, 374). This was evident from 

the content analysis of GaiaZOO’s Instagram 

account. Likes, as a measure of engagement, were 

counted. The average number of likes is 358 per post. 

The average number of likes of posts that depict a 

juvenile animal is 408. In addition, from all the 

images included in the sample, only 50 posts received 

more than 10 comments. Of these posts, 32% 

depicted a young animal. The numbers presented here 

illustrates that a substantial amount of the posts with 

many comments receive them due to the young 

animals that are depicted within the photo. No white 

rhino is born in GaiaZOO yet, and therefore no 

picture of a juvenile rhino was taken within the zoo. 

However, the staff seems keen to welcome new 

offspring. “Yes, we are very much looking forward to 

Photo 7: Comment’s underneath Instagram post posted on 
the 22nd of August 2019, taken from the Instagram of 
GaiaZOO. 
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receiving young rhinos soon”, Head of Zookeeping Bas Martens mentioned.50 It illustrates the 

hope and popularity of young animals and the reactions that they might elicit.  

 These examples illustrate that GaiaZOO uses several strategies within their visual 

representation to elicit emotions of awe. Due to the scope of this research, I was not able to 

assess what emotions were elicited on behalf of the viewer. However, through the number of 

likes and comments underneath the posts it can be argued that a sense of awe is reached. The 

following sub-chapter will illustrate that the use of emotions as a strategy to connect humans 

and animals is paired with contradictions.  

 

“Way to anthropomorphic” 

 Emotions are used by humans to elicit a connection between human and non-human 

species (Ojalammi and Nygren 2018, Ballantyne, et al. 2007, Luebke and Matiasek 2013, 

Hanisch, Johnston and Longnecker 2019). One strategy that has proven to be effective in 

encouraging pro-conservation behaviour is the “use of kinship symbolism” by promoting 

human characteristics through non-human species (Whitley, Kalof and Flach 2020, Epley, et 

al. 2008). This process is referred to as anthropomorphism and is defined as the attribution of 

human characteristics on the natural world (Yue, et al. 2021, Whitley, Kalof and Flach 2020). 

Anthropomorphism, and the effect it has, has been widely studied in many fields including 

those that discuss human-animal relationships and conservation (Whitley, Kalof and Flach 

2020, Yue, et al. 2021, Rivas and Burghardt 2002, Webster 2011, Epley, et al. 2008). Through 

using human emotions and characteristics, one can foster a sense of ‘sameness’ that has the 

ability to encourage pro-animal behaviour (Whitley, Kalof and Flach 2020). Within the 

content analysis of the Instagram of GaiaZOO, anthropomorphism was found in 11% of the 

842 analysed posts. Within the 26 posts of the white rhino, 10 had some form of 

anthropomorphic character including the following post with a trilogy of photos (see photo 8 

and 9). 

 
 
50 Interview Bas Martens, Head of Zookeeping in GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
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The caption of the photo, that was posted on the 26th of February 2020, says: “one last 

polonaise to end the Shrove Tuesday”. Shrove Tuesday marks the end of the Dutch carnival 

tradition, a celebration popular in the south of the Netherlands. The catholic tradition takes 

place 40 days before easter and is set to celebrate the start of the fasting period (Fransen 

1987). The humanly created tradition often accompanies dancing the polonaise; people 

dancing in a row with their hands on the shoulders of the person in front of them. Within the 

pictures posted (see photo 9) the white rhinos are said to also dance the polonaise as they are 

standing behind one another. The tradition, and the accompanied dance, is a human practice 

only and thus describing the white rhinos in the picture as partaking in this tradition is putting 

human characteristics on animals. Given the location of the zoo in the south of the 

Netherlands, where this tradition is celebrated, many visitors of the Instagram account reacted 

to this post. Of the 26 rhino posts, this post received the most (14) comments (see photo 10). 

Photo 8: Post of the white rhino, taken from the Instagram of 
GaiaZOO. Posted on the 26th of February 2020 

Photo 9: The line-up of the trilogy of pictures of the white rhino, posted on the Instagram of GaiaZOO. Posted on the 26th of 
February 2020 
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Of these comments, 7 included positive emoji’s (hearts, heart eyed 

smileys, and other smiling smileys) and 5 of these comments included 

positive remarks including ‘beautiful animals’ and ‘great photo’s’. In 

addition, 5 people commented a laughing emoji and one person 

reacted with ‘ALAAF’. The latter word is often shouted during 

carnival activities to raise a toast. The vast reaction to this post, and 

the anthropomorphic character of it, illustrate that the visitors of the 

Instagram account relate to, and enjoy, the connection that is made 

with white rhinos and their tradition. Representations such as these 

are an example of what Whitley, Kalof and Flach (2020) argue to be 

representations that minimize the distance between the ‘self’ and the 

‘other’. Through characteristics that humans can identify with, a sense 

of ‘sameness’ is created, leading to a closer connection.   

  Yue, et al. (2021) argue that when nature is believed to 

carry some form of emotion, humans have the tendency to care for it 

more. Humans are creatures that ‘feel’ and, according to Webster 

(2011), we share this property of sentience with many other non-

human animal species. To give an example, GaiaZOO started a live 

video on Facebook on the 18th of February 2021 discussing and 

presenting the white rhinos during the COVID-19 period in which 

they were forced to close the zoo. Given the restrictions that 

accompanied the COVID-19 situation, I considered this live video as 

a filmed tour, an extension of my field visits in a time where 

everything has become digital. Within this video the zookeeper of the 

rhino mentioned: “Wazi is the cheeky and curious rhino that just now 

looked into the camera”.51 In doing so, the white rhino referred to as 

Wazi is identified with characteristics familiar to humans. Similarly, 

Hanneke explained that white rhinos “are indeed very sensitive that 

they can even feel a fly sitting on their skin”.52 In line with Guthrie 

(1993), I argue that understanding such observations through human 

emotions is a method of understanding the world (Guthrie 1993). 

 
 
51 Field notes of GaiaZOO’s live video tour of the white rhino exhibit. 
52 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 

Photo 10: Comments under the white rhino 
post, posted on the 26th of February 2020, 
on the Instagram of GaiaZOO 
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Although all statements are different, one describes personality traits of an animal while the 

other is an interpretation of an observation, all statements use human characteristics to make 

sense of observations. In line with the earlier explained theories which state that the use of 

human characteristics can foster a sense of sameness and bring animals and humans closer 

together to enhance willingness to contribute to conservation, I argue that comments like 

these contribute both consciously and subconsciously to such sympathy (Whitley, Kalof and 

Flach 2020).  

Despite the recognition that such anthropomorphic representations can foster closer 

relations, it is important to recognize that, according to Haila (2000), the opposition to an 

‘other’ is part of the formation of identity. To culture, nature is such an ‘other’ and seeing 

someone or something as the ‘other’ implies some form of domination (Haila 2000). Culture, 

of which representation is a product, is the sphere in which the identity of the human in 

relation to the non-human is formed and is thus dominant to the ‘other’ which is nature (Haila 

2000). Therefore, using human emotions to foster sameness is, in itself, a form of human 

domination.  

 The embeddedness of such human domination within anthropomorphic representations 

does not go without contradictions. A prominent example of this is the act of giving zoo 

animals names. On the one hand names are a means of shifting objects into subjects that “one 

caringly considers” (Milstein 2011, 17). By using names, which is a humanly created mode of 

identification, individual animals can be distinguished and cared for. For example, Kai, 

GaiaZOO’s male white rhino, was badly injured when he first came to the zoo.53 When 

discussing his progress on the website, his name was often mentioned allowing people to 

identify him as Kai when they visit the zoo (GaiaZOO 2018). Similarly, 8 out of 26 posts of 

the white rhinos mention their names when discussing their wellbeing or arrival in the zoo.54 

Not only do these names allow humans to identify the animals, but they also shape emotional 

connections to individual animals. However, according to Bas and Hanneke, such individual 

emotional connections contradict the vision of the zoo. During my visit to the indoor exhibit 

with Bas, he indicated that the names are merely a strategy used by the zookeepers to identify 

the animals to ensure the right care is provided to each individual.55 Similarly, when 

discussing the new conservation ‘adoption’ program, Hanneke indicated that people could 

 
 
53 GaiaZOO visit fieldnotes 22/04/2021 and 08/06/2021 
54 Content analysis of GaiaZOO’s Instagram account. 
55 Interview Bas Martens, Head of Zookeeping in GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 



 47 

adopt a species and not an individual as they do not want to create “individual attachment”.56 

“It is all about the wellbeing of a species, not for one individual. So that people won’t shout 

heeee Makula or Twiga, I have adopted you!”.57 While it is evident that GaiaZOO does not 

want to generate individual attachment through these programs, they do use the names of 

animals on their social media account. The use of names by the visitors of the Instagram 

account was not overwhelming, only 1% of the total amount of comments mentioned names, 

but there is a small percentage of people that remember and identify these animals by name. 

The use of names, and the attachment that they might carry, illustrates the fine line between 

creating a connection with an animal species while simultaneously trying to avoid individual 

attachment.  

It is important to note that anthropomorphism, and the use of such in representations, 

is publicly denounced by many zoos. Lars Versteege, the EEP Coordinator of the white rhino 

at the EAZA, indicated that “a relationship with nature, I consider that way to 

anthropomorphic”.58 In line with this comment, many scholars argue that when scientists or 

others produce knowledge concerning animals, this must be done through also taking the 

perspective of the ‘other’ that is being studied (Webster 2011, Rivas and Burghardt 2002). 

Within anthropomorphism emotions are often put-upon animals without understanding if that 

emotion or perception is felt by these animals (Rivas and Burghardt 2002). Such 

anthropomorphism fails to understand that animals perceive the world differently than 

humans do (Rivas and Burghardt 2002). Yet, taking this other perspective seems to be a 

difficult task considering the human tendency to anthropomorphize naturally (Yue, et al. 

2021). Given this contradiction one could argue that, although zoos such as GaiaZOO do not 

mean to anthropomorphize, they use anthropomorphism to give meaning and create an 

understanding of nature. However, anthropomorphism is not the only process through which 

nature is given a certain value.   

 

Emotional conservation value 

The emotional response that is elicited through visual and textual representations of 

animals is grounded in the process of value making, in particular for the white rhino. Studies 

have indicated that large, charismatic, and endangered species are often much more cared for 

 
 
56 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
57 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
58 Interview Lars Versteege, EEP Coordinator of the white rhino at the EAZA, 30/03/2021 



 48 

compared to non-charismatic, abundant, and small species (Reynolds and Braithwaite 2001, 

Ballantyne, et al. 2007, Skibins and Powell 2013, Hosey, Melfi and Ward 2020). Often the 

image and status that these animals have within the media contributes to the understanding the 

public has concerning these animals (Reynolds and Braithwaite 2001). The World Wildlife 

Fund (WWF) is an example of an NGO that promotes and contributes to the valuation of 

charismatic megafauna and their popularity among the public. Christiaan van der Hoeven, 

Advisor Ecological Networks and Species Conservation at WWF regarding rhino, explains 

that WWF’s work in any given place is in essence integrated.59 WWF addresses the threats 

and pressures on affected places in a coherent integrated way, working in the field and 

addressing (inter-) national policies simultaneously. In such processes, well-known 

charismatic species are often a starting point. These species stand for the completeness and 

well-functioning of the entire ecosystem on which all biodiversity and people depend. In 

campaigns such charismatic species can easily be communicated as symbol and model for the 

entire ecosystem. All work WWF does regarding climate change, in any shape or form, 

always functions as a contribution to safeguarding ecosystems and biodiversity rich places 

from further deterioration with the prevention of charismatic species to go extinct as one of 

the important objectives. These species are also referred to as flagship species and become the 

ambassadors for the conservation of a certain area.60 For the Savanna, these flagship species 

are often the rhino and the elephant, and these species feature widely in the campaigns of 

large NGO’s such as WWF. As such, the rhino is presented frequently on all sorts of media 

which increases the animal’s visibility and thus also enhances its popularity. The rhino was 

also a popular species on GaiaZOO’s Instagram account. The average number of likes, as a 

measure of engagement, were higher for the posts of the white rhino (453) compared to the 

average number of likes per post (357).61 However, it is difficult to determine if the 

motivating factor of these likes is the rhino’s popularity gained from its role as ambassador. 

Other factors namely also make species such as the white rhino attractive.  

 The physical size of an animal has also been reported to be a factor of attraction for 

visitors (Reynolds and Braithwaite 2001, Ballantyne, et al. 2007). It was therefore not 

surprising that during my visit to the white rhino exhibit in GaiaZOO the prominent 

 
 
59 Interview Christiaan van der Hoeven, Advisor Ecological Networks and Species Conservation at WWF, 
09/04/2021 
60 Interview Christiaan van der Hoeven, Advisor Ecological Networks and Species Conservation at WWF, 
09/04/2021 
61 Content analysis of GaiaZOO’s Instagram account. 
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comments of visiting families were “they are big”, “oh they are so fat” and “what an 

animal”.62 I observed that this often was the first response of visitors seeing the white rhino, 

indicating that the size of the animal is indeed something that sparked that reaction. In 

addition, Bas, Head of Zookeeping at GaiaZOO, indicated that the white rhino takes a 

prominent place within the animal collection of the zoo. “The rhino is a very recognizable 

animal of course. And for us the biggest animal in the collection, or at least the heaviest, the 

giraffes are of course a little bigger. But it is definitely a prominent resident within the zoo”.63 

Although GaiaZOO aims to give equal value to all animals regardless of their size or weight, 

“the moment you have a problem with the white rhino, one notices it more compared to a 

bird”.64 As such, the white rhino does not only have a value to its visitors because of its size, 

it is also the heaviest animal in GaiaZOO’s collection giving it additional value to the zoo and 

its attractiveness. Lars Versteege, the EEP Coordinator at the EAZA for the white rhino, 

confirmed this notion by mentioning that in smaller zoos that do not have the facilities to host 

elephants, the “most prominent animal then becomes the rhino. Because a rhino is such an 

appealing species for visitors”.65 The statements of both Bas and Lars, in combination with 

the reaction of visitors, illustrates the prominent position that the rhino has within the zoo, and 

for its visitors, due to its weight and size. The prominent position the rhino takes was further 

shown on the road sign of the Savanna within the zoo.66 On the sign, similar to the map (see 

figure 1), all the animals, including the white rhino, are portrayed as silhouettes. There are 

only three animals portrayed on the road signs towards the Savanna of which one is the white 

rhino. Not only does the presence of white rhino in the road signs allude to the importance of 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
62 GaiaZOO visit fieldnotes 08/06/2021 
63 Interview Bas Martens, Head of Zookeeping in GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
64 Interview Bas Martens, Head of Zookeeping in GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
65 Interview Lars Versteege, EEP Coordinator of the white rhino at the EAZA, 30/03/2021 
66 GaiaZOO visit fieldnotes 08/06/2021 

Photo 11: Picture of road signs. Taken by author in GaiaZOO on the 8th 
of June 2021. 
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the white rhino for the Savanna area, but the silhouette also emphasises the physical features 

of the animal. As no details of the animal’s appearance can be seen, the focus is fully on the 

shape, size and horns. Such representations, as are present on the road signs and the maps that 

lead to the white rhino exhibit, subconsciously reinforce prominent physical features such as 

size that arguably contribute to the attractiveness of the animal. Yet this is not the only feature 

contributing to the charisma of this megafauna, it is “of course also an endangered species”.67 

 The white rhino, and all its related sub-species, have been a subject for active 

conservation for over 60 years (WWF 2021). The population of the species has fluctuated 

over the years due to the shifts in dynamics between poaching activities and conservation 

activities (Büscher 2016, Nath 2009). This fluctuation, in combination with the media 

popularity, due to its role as ambassador and flagship species for its habitat, has made the 

rhino a prominent animal in the conservation scene (Büscher 2016, Nath 2009). As explained 

in chapter one, one way of classifying the rarity of animals is through their IUCN status. 

However, this status also carries an emotional load. According to Reynolds and Braithwaite 

(2001) the status of an animal species on the rare and endangered IUCN lists are a special 

attraction for visitors (Reynolds and Braithwaite 2001). This, in combination with the earlier 

mentioned factors size and flagship species, have resulted in the rhino entering the top 20 of 

charismatic species worldwide which has proven fruitful for the conservation of the species 

(Hosey, Melfi and Ward 2020). An example of the conservation status and known value of the 

rhino is reflected within the EEP logo of the EAZA (see figure 4). This logo depicts a 

silhouette of a black rhino and a black rhino juvenile and is the logo of the reproduction 

programs that are coordinated through the EAZA. When asking about the logo, Hanneke 

explained that the American Association of Zoos and Aquariums developed the logo during 

the time the black rhino population was rapidly declining, and zoos were picking up their role 

as conservation institutions.68 Even though the EAZA suggested another logo when they 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
67 Interview Bas Martens, Head of Zookeeping in GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
68 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 

Figure 4: EEP logo of the EAZA taken from the EAZA website (EAZA 2021) 
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started the European programs, the rhino remained the face of the reproduction and 

conservation programs within the EAZA zoos. The creation of this logo, in combination with 

the fact that the logo has not changed over the years, illustrates the value the rhino carries 

within the representation of conservation programs. It must be mentioned that within 

GaiaZOO this logo has till now rarely been used, apart from on the website, and is thus not 

carried out as a representation within the zoo itself. However, GaiaZOO aspires to use this 

logo in the future which will present the opportunity for the above explained value making to 

occur.69 As such it is not only a recognizable logo that automatically associates the rhino to 

efforts of conservation, but it also contributes to the value the rhino population has as a 

charismatic species that must be conserved. I will now elaborate on the latter.  

 Frans Schepers, cofounder and managing director at Rewilding Europe as well as 

former unit lead Ecological Networks and Species Conservation at WWF Netherlands, 

mentioned that they have used the conservation value of the rhino within their 

communications.70 Rewilding Europe is currently working to reintroduce the European Bison 

back into the wild in Romania. To emphasize the importance of this initiative, back in 2014 

they decided to compare the bison with the rhino within their communications. “Do you 

actually realize that? We have an animal here, that is the biggest land mammal in Europe, 

and […] it is rarer than the black rhino”.71 The comparison with the black rhino has allowed 

people to understand the rarity of the European bison and the importance of enhancing its 

population in Europe; unlike the European Bison, many Europeans are familiar with the rhino 

and its endangered status. 

 While the white rhino is by no means more important than a rain worm or a lizard in 

terms of its biological value in the ecosystem, the charisma and value of megafauna through 

multiple processes of valuation have resulted in the increase of popularity of some species in 

comparison to others. As such, the white rhino carries a value by merely being a rhino with a 

diverse and rich conservation history, its size, and its charisma. Through utilizing the rhino as 

representative of its savanna habitat in the form of an ambassador or flagship species in the 

popular media and logo, it has gained popularity. However, although the conservation value 

that the rhino carries, created through media, large NGOs, and other institutions, contributes 

 
 
69 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
70 Interview Frans Schepers, cofounder and managing director at Rewilding Europe and former advisor 
ecological networks and species conservation at WWF, 21/04/2021 
71 Interview Frans Schepers, cofounder and managing director at Rewilding Europe and former advisor 
ecological networks and species conservation at WWF, 21/04/2021 
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to the successful conservation of the species, it simultaneously allows institutions such as 

zoos to utilize the value of such an animal to attract visitors. This illustrates the fine line 

between being a nature-oriented institution and a leisure-oriented institution.  

 
*** 

 
This chapter illustrated how strategies within the representation of the white rhino aim 

to elicit emotions of sympathy and awe that function as a vehicle to foster human-animal 

connections. However, these strategies of representation are built upon contradictions. While 

emotions can foster a sense of ‘sameness’ through identifying human emotions, such 

processes are simultaneously a product of ‘othering’ built upon domination. In a similar vein, 

anthropomorphism contributes to the human understanding of the natural world and has the 

potential to foster pro-nature behaviours, yet it also sparks the individual emotional 

connections that GaiaZOO is trying to avoid. It is in the fault line of these contradictions that 

human domination comes to light. The emotional appeal, through which humans make sense 

of the world, can contribute the intensions of GaiaZOO to foster pro-conservation behaviours. 

However, it is also these emotional appeals that reinforces human domination. The aspects of 

the white rhino that are prominently used within its visual representation, such as ‘cuteness’, 

human characteristics and IUCN status, are all based upon human domination increasing the 

attractiveness of the animal to humans. The focus remains on humans, how to attract humans 

and how to make humans feel attracted to animals. The visual representations such as 

explained above illustrate the dominant position of humans over the natural world which 

ultimately limits the efforts of GaiaZOO to minimize the gap that separates nature from 

culture.  
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Photo 12: White rhinos in GaiaZOO, made by author on the 22nd of April 2021 

 

 Chapter Three:  
Animal Agency and Political Representation 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 54 

While the previous chapter analysed the visual and textual representations of the white 

rhino in GaiaZOO, and explored how human domination intertwines with these 

representations, this chapter discusses the political representation of the white rhino in 

GaiaZOO. This chapter illustrates that studying how human politically represent animals 

reveals the contradictions between aiming to be a nature-oriented institution directed towards 

animal population welfare, and the nature of a zoo as an institution made by humans for 

humans. First, this chapter discusses the organizational structure of GaiaZOO and the EAZA 

and the physical and technical guidelines that structure individual animal wellbeing and limit 

animal agency in GaiaZOO. Thereafter, the influence of the commercial interests on decisions 

of population welfare is discussed. Finally, the chapter discusses the legal landscape and the 

concept of ‘intrinsic value’ on which the Dutch Animal Act is built. The interpretability of 

such concepts within the legal landscape allows for human values to overshadow the values of 

animals. As the chapter shows, despite the best intentions to include the value and agency of 

animals within representing them, the structure of zoos limits the ability to fully achieve their 

goal as a nature-oriented institution. 

 

Technical note 

 Before this chapter delves into the different layers of political representation of the 

white rhino, it is important to elaborate on the meaning of political and the political landscape. 

The English Colins Dictionary (2021) refers to political as the way in which power is 

achieved and utilized in society. A political actor, of which the foundations date back to 

Aristotle, then is an actor that interacts with the political through speech “informed by reason” 

(Meijer 2018, 226). While animals do not possess speech with informed reason, they express 

their voice in different ways through for example resistance and negotiating with humans 

(Meijer 2018). This thesis conceptualizes the interaction of humans and animals as 

‘interagentivity’ and therefore considers the political, and the representation of the political, 

as a negotiation between humans and animals (Ingold 2012). Since humans are the only actors 

that can narrate and articulate these negotiations, looking at how humans represent animals as 

political actors allows the unravelling of human-animal relationships and the role of animals 

in the political landscape. The political landscape is considered the structures that are 

produced surrounding the political through the interaction between agents (Bjerkli 2010). This 

chapter uncovers the complexities of politically representing animals within a variety of 

structures, such as the legal system, that are built to structure these political interactions.   
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Political representation of individual wellbeing 

 GaiaZOO, as an institution, is responsible for the wellbeing of the animals that they 

keep within their zoo. The organizational structure, the political landscape that will be 

discussed in this sub-chapter, is presented below (see figure 5). As can be seen in the 

organogram, there are four sectors within the animal and zookeeping department. In the 

department of the ungulates, of which the white rhinos are a part, there are ten zookeepers of 

which five zookeepers work every day. Of these five zookeepers, two or three are concerned 

with the white rhino, zebra, and giraffe. This means that the white rhino has six or seven 

zookeepers that monitor wellbeing and provide day to day care.72 They are concerned with 

preparing the meals and feeding the animals, cleaning the exhibits, observing the animal 

behaviour, giving presentations to visitors and media outlets as well as opening the gates from 

the inside exhibit to the outsize exhibit and vice versa on a daily basis (Minke, et al. 2019). In 

addition to these daily tasks, the zookeepers assess the health, both physically and mentally, 

of the animals through observation. If a physical concern arises, they contact the 

veterinarian.73 The veterinarian, who works for multiple zoos in the Netherlands, then asses 

the physical wellbeing through scientific knowledge and provides medication if needed.  

 
 
72 Interview Bas Martens, Head of Zookeeping in GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
73 Interview Bas Martens, Head of Zookeeping in GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 

Figure 5: Organogram of the structure of GaiaZOO, constructed by author 
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 While zookeepers put in their best effort to ensure the wellbeing of the white rhino, 

studies concerned with animal agency have indicated that it remains unclear if the physical 

caretaking of the zookeepers results in great wellbeing (Carter and Charles 2013, McFarland 

and Hediger 2009, Kagan, Carter and Allard 2015). The simplest definition of agency is “the 

ability to make meaningful choices during the course of each day for his or her entire life and 

to exert control over the important outcomes in his or her life” (Kagan, Carter and Allard 

2015, S2). This means that an agent can act and thus every movement and choice becomes an 

expression of agency (Carter and Charles 2013). Carter and Charles (2015) argue that the 

ability to exert meaningful choices and control over the main necessities of life, such as when 

to eat, scratch and bathe (see photo’s 13, 14, 15,) is central to the welfare of an animal. Thus, 

when understanding agency as a key part of animal wellbeing is to also understand that the 

care zookeepers provide does not automatically result in great wellbeing (Kagan, Carter and 

Allard 2015).  

 By default, the agency of humans and animals, as situated within a larger social 

network of power relations, are subject to restriction (Carter and Charles 2013). However, the 

difference between the representation of humans and animals is that, at least in democracy, 

humans have a choice to some extent in who represents them and who might pose a limit to 

their agency. Thus, understanding who speaks for the white rhino, their needs and desires is 

crucial in understanding where agency excels and where it becomes limited.  

In terms of physical wellbeing, the EAZA tries to represent the needs of animals 

through the ‘Best Practice Guidelines’ which they provide to all their member zoos 

(Versteege 2018). The document that is written by the current EEP Coordinator, Lars 

Versteege, in collaboration with the Taxonomy Advisory Group and the respective Species 

Photo 15: Picture of the white rhino 
scratching, taken by author in GaiaZOO on 
22nd of April 2021 

Photo 14: Picture of the white rhino bathing, 
taken by author in GaiaZOO on 8th of June 
2021 

Photo 13: Picture of the white rhino eating, 
taken by author in GaiaZOO on 22nd of April 
2021 
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Committee74 describes the “prerequisites for animal keeping that are, according to the present 

state of knowledge, considered as being optimal for each species” (Versteege 2018, 4). Yet, 

they are a product of the perception of Lars and his colleagues and, according to himself, 

deviating slightly from these guidelines does not automatically mean bad caretaking.75 The 

guidelines namely provide very specific parameters of care such as the recommendation to 

feed the rhino 2 to 3 bales of hay a day, 30 to 40 kg alfalfa hay, 1 to 2 carrots, 1 to 2 apples 

and 1 to 6 kg of pallets (Versteege 2018). They specify best practises in all the areas of 

wellbeing including enclosure, feeding schemes, social structures, breeding, behavioural 

enrichment, handling as well as most prominent veterinary problems (Versteege 2018). The 

specificity of these guidelines gives the impression that humans can manufacture nature 

which is desirable according to their knowledge. However, that does not automatically 

translate into the desirable conditions of nature for animals. Therefore, how these guidelines 

are written, and by whom, requires some further elaboration.  

According to Rehfeld (2006), one that politically represents another must adhere to 

three claims (Rehfeld 2006). Firstly, the agent that politically represents must be a member of  

 
 
74 The organizational structure of the EAZA will be discussed shortly 
75 Interview Lars Versteege, EEP Coordinator of the white rhino at the EAZA, 30/03/2021 

Figure 6: Organogram of the EAZA with focus on the EEP of the white rhino, constructed by author 
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an organization/group that the audience considers legitimate or qualified (Rehfeld 2006). As 

mentioned in chapter one, the EAZA is considered the credibility label of zoos and their 

standards are the criteria along which a zoo is considered ‘good’ or not (Hosey, Melfi and 

Ward 2020). 76 The EAZA strategies are built upon the ‘one-planet’ approach; the idea that in-

situ and ex-situ conservation must work together for the conservation of a species (EAZA 

2013). While the EAZA as a whole works to achieve such goals, the European Population 

Management Program of which the EAZA ex-situ programs (EEPs) are a part, are central to 

their operations (EAZA 2020) (see figure 6). At heart of the organizational structure of the 

European Population Management Program are the Taxonomy Advisory Groups (TAGs); 

groups which are responsible for developing and overseeing the EEP programs within their 

respective taxa.77 They develop and update regional collection plans, the plans and goals set 

to ensure that the goals of the ‘one planet’ approach are achieved. In addition, TAGs provide 

assistance to their respective EEP of which the committee appoints the TAG chair and vice 

chair. The day-to-day activities of the EEP are run by the EEP Coordinator and its Species 

Committee. They develop and ensure the implementation of the standards of population 

management, provide guidance, and approve the changes made within the TAG and EEP 

(EAZA 2020). As such, the EEP Species Committee is a key decision maker both to their 

superiors (TAG) and the changes within the zoos that they guide (GaiaZOO). The EEP 

Species Committee is elected ever four years by all the members of the EAZA that participate 

within that respective EEP (EAZA 2020). The Species Committee, which is geographically 

varied, often consists of a variety of experts including veterinarians, geneticists, and 

ethologists among others (EAZA 2020).78 Elections, the majority vote of the presented 

candidates, functions as Rehfelds (2006) second claim: A ‘decision rule’ through which 

political representers come into place (EAZA 2020, Rehfeld 2006). Rehfelds (2006) third and 

final claim is that the chosen representative, Lars Versteege, is regarded as appropriate by its 

audience which I will now argue is the case (Rehfeld 2006). Generally, decisions concerning 

husbandry, and what animal must move where, are based upon statistics within the studbook; 

the book that keeps all the genetics and movements of the species managed by the EAZA.79 

However, according to Lars, the sample on which these statistics are based is small making 

 
 
76 Interview Lars Versteege, EEP Coordinator of the white rhino at the EAZA, 30/03/2021, Interview Friederike 
von Howald, TAG Chair Rhinoceros at the EAZA, 19/04/2021 
77 A taxon is a biologically determined rank of a level of the earlier mentioned classification system (Kingdom, 
phylum, class, order, family, genus and species) (Manimekalai and Vijaya 2014). 
78 Interview Friederike von Howald, TAG Chair Rhinoceros at the EAZA, 19/04/2021 
79 Interview Lars Versteege, EEP Coordinator of the white rhino at the EAZA, 30/03/2021 
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the outcomes statistically weak.80 After years of unsuccessful husbandry, Lars conducted 

research and, in deliberation with zoos, proposed to rotate young white rhino females during 

puberty to stimulate the process.81 Initially there was quite some resistance to this non-

scientifically grounded claim, but over time zoos started to cooperate. “Especially the young 

animals, those that were born in captivity, started to reproduce rapidly” Lars explained 

proudly.82 The cooperation of zoos within this non-scientifically grounded strategy, illustrates 

on the one hand the trust that the EAZA members have in advice of the EEP Coordinator. On 

the other hand, it alludes to the desire to conform to the advice from the EAZA to remain part 

of the association.  

The processes behind putting the representatives of the white rhino in position brings 

multiple contradictions into light. Firstly, the ‘Best Practice Guidelines’, as a product created 

by the EEP Coordinator and its colleagues that trust the EEP Coordinators judgement, is built 

upon human understandings of animal wellbeing both grounded scientifically as well as non-

scientifically. However, when looking at the implementation of these guidelines at the white 

rhino exhibit, the zookeepers are ultimately able to tweak the practices to their understanding 

of optimal animal wellbeing. For example, the Head of Zookeeping Bas mentioned that, in 

addition to the specific feeding moments, the zookeepers put an unlimited supply of hay in the 

exhibit allowing the animals to eat how much they desire instead of the recommended two to 

three bales.83 While the strategies of the zookeepers and the ‘Best Practice Guidelines’ might 

illustrate the interests of the white rhino, it is difficult to know if these conditions also fulfil 

these interests (Dobson 1996). The contradiction here lays in the fact that humans determine 

the interests, and whether these interests are fulfilled, rather than the animals themselves. This 

argument is made based on the agency, or lack thereof, expressed by the animals.  

As explained earlier, agency is considered as a central feature to an animal’s 

wellbeing. Understanding animals as having agency suggests that animals have some notion 

of the self, meaning that they have intentions and motivations according to which they make 

choices (Carter and Charles 2013). This was already evident in Charles Darwin’s evolution 

theory which describes the choices made within mating processes as a form of agency 

(McFarland and Hediger 2009). The notion of the self, given its situation in social networks, 

emerges through social interactions and the differences with other selves making the selves 

 
 
80 Interview Lars Versteege, EEP Coordinator of the white rhino at the EAZA, 30/03/2021 
81 Interview Lars Versteege, EEP Coordinator of the white rhino at the EAZA, 30/03/2021 
82 Interview Lars Versteege, EEP Coordinator of the white rhino at the EAZA, 30/03/2021 
83 Interview Bas Martens, Head of Zookeeping in GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
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distinguishable (Carter and Charles 2013). McFarland and 

Hediger (2009) further develop agency as a notion of self 

through arguing that if beings conform to the behavioural 

standards of their animal group they act with motivation 

and thus have agency. In GaiaZOO, behaviour such as all 

the animals defecating in the same pile for territory 

purposes can be considered conforming with the animal’s 

social group (see photo 16).84 The white rhino also conforms with the behaviour of its larger 

network with humans. “Every week a voluntary blood sample is taken from the ears…. Yes, 

the rhinos voluntarily cooperate in those” Bas, the Head of Zookeeping mentioned.85 “Well, 

at least when they have some pallets and lucerne (type of food) in front of them”.86 The 

absence of resistance to such tests, which is considered needed to assess the white rhino’s 

wellbeing according to the zookeepers, could be considered cooperation. There is thus a 

choice to resist or to cooperate. Similarly, Hanneke, Education and Conservation Manager in 

GaiaZOO, explained that when “the zookeeper calls the names of those animals they just 

come trudging”.87 While the calling of names, and the listening to these names by these 

animals opens debates of domestication versus wild which I won’t discuss due to the scope of 

this thesis, the animals choose to listen to their names as doing so will result in feeding.88 

Once again, the cooperation of the white rhinos, in the absence of resistance, can be 

considered conforming with the social structures and thus also a form of agency. However, 

while they might show agency in these cases, the structure of a zoo limits the ability to 

illustrate agency on many other levels as the following example will illustrate.  

In the physically set boundaries of the exhibit the 

white rhino faces limited dangers. The absence of danger 

can result in more relaxed animals, which was strongly 

visible when I observed the white rhinos in GaiaZOO.89 

During my visits I have taken many videos and pictures 

of the white rhinos to study and understand their 

behaviour (e.g., see photo 13, 14, 15, 16, 17). In some of 

 
 
84 GaiaZOO visit fieldnotes 22/04/2021 and 08/06/2021 
85 Interview Bas Martens, Head of Zookeeping in GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
86 Interview Bas Martens, Head of Zookeeping in GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
87 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
88 Interview Bas Martens, Head of Zookeeping in GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
89 GaiaZOO visit fieldnotes 22/04/2021 and 08/06/2021 

Photo 16: Dung pile in the white rhino 
exhibit, taken by author on the 8th of June 
2021 

Photo 17: White rhinos in GaiaZOO, taken by 
author on the 22nd of April 2021 
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the pictures all three of the white rhinos were laying down facing the same direction. When I 

showed these pictures to Ant Baber, a white rhino Conservationist, he immediately explained: 

“Always any group of rhinos, you know, whether they are standing or lying, whatever, they're 

always facing different directions. That's just the way they lie. To protect themselves”.90 The 

fact that these white rhinos all faced the same direction illustrates that they feel no threat as 

they are not constantly scanning their environment. On the one hand this alludes to the limited 

threats the white rhinos face while on the other hand implies that these animals are 

habituated.91 Regardless of the explanation of such behaviour, the exhibit in GaiaZOO does 

not provide space for the animals to hide. The white rhino can always be observed by visitors 

when in the outside exhibit which they can only enter and exit via humanly operated gates.92 

Sherwen and Hemsworth (2019) have illustrated that some animals that have the choice, thus 

agency, where to spend their time show less nervous behaviour. While I have not observed 

nervous behaviour during my limited field observation, they are largely restricted in following 

their instinct to hide or flee by the limits of the exhibit. The limit of physical space is, also 

according to the research participants, thus a factor that limits the expression of agency.93 

While the white rhinos in GaiaZOO can illustrate some agency as a form of voice and 

thus acceptance of the way humans fulfils their interests through the ‘Best Practice 

Guidelines’, the physical structure of zoos limits the amount of agency that the rhinos have 

and can show. While there is some flexibility in the technical guidelines that are given, some 

of the described aspects still restrict the choice of the white rhino. The physical boundaries of 

space limit the expression of the agency of the white rhino to flee and/or hide. As a result, the 

white rhino cannot express its desires. While the zoo by default will never be an institution 

that allows the full expression of agency, there are some aspects that can increase the agency 

of the white rhino and thus also the ability for the white rhino to determine what conditions 

they desire. 

 

Political representation of population welfare 

 The transition of zoos to institutions for conservation, and what choices are made to 

achieve such, remains a complicated task as personal ethics of the political representatives are 

 
 
90 Interview Ant Baber, Private Landowner is South Africa and White Rhino Conservationist, 05/05/2021 
91 Habituation: the animals are used to humans and are no longer afraid of them.   
92 GaiaZOO visit fieldnotes 22/04/2021 and 08/06/2021 
93 Interview Christiaan van der Hoeven, advisor ecological networks and species conservation at WWF, 
09/04/2021, Interview Ant Baber, Private Landowner is South Africa and White Rhino Conservationist, 
05/05/2021. 



 62 

often reflected within the processes. The slogan ‘captivity for conservation’ requires zoos to 

take the environmental ethicist perspective in which it would be ethical to keep individual 

animals captive given that it would contribute to the survival of the entire species (Keulartz 

2015). As mentioned earlier, the vision of GaiaZOO is to conserve nature so that future 

generations “can continue to enjoy all the beauty that our earth has to offer” (GaiaZOO 2021). 

As such their “locust of moral concern” is that of the biodiversity and species of the world, 

not the individual (Keulartz 2015, 338). Although GaiaZOO does focus on individual 

wellbeing, the reproduction and rotation of the white rhino is mostly focused on population 

welfare. The decision-making practices concerning the husbandry of the white rhino with the 

aim of population welfare comes with contradictions that restrict zoos to optimally achieve 

their goals.  

 GaiaZOO is built upon three pillars: Animal, guest and park.94 According to Hanneke, 

Education and Conservation Manager in GaiaZOO, the key lies in the balance between these 

three pillars of animal wellbeing and conservation, guest satisfaction and technical 

infrastructure.95 The reality of achieving a balance between these pillars in decision making 

remains a complicated task as all individuals within the organogram of GaiaZOO have the 

interests of their respective department at heart (see figure 5). For both Bas, Head of 

Zookeeping, and Hanneke, the Education and Conservation Manager, the pillar of animals 

and their wellbeing is considered most important and developing this sector is therefore their 

main concern. However, ultimately, the director is responsible for making any decision 

regarding the zoo. The director, who is responsible for sustaining the institution, must also 

keep in mind the cooperation and alliances with other organizations including the EAZA, 

visitors and the municipality. The movement of animals for husbandry purposes as is drafted 

by the EAZA is an example of the influence of the larger network of which GaiaZOO is a 

part. According to Hanneke, people that work daily with the animals can make the best 

choices for the wellbeing of the white rhino, “not the EEP Coordinator that, from a distance, 

makes choices on paper that say that that individual, also in terms of genetics, euhm must go 

to that zoo”.96 Although this illustrates that Hanneke prefers the decision-making concerning 

conservation and wellbeing to be ‘in house’, in reality this is not the case. “We will 

 
 
94 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
95 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
96 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
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predominantly comply with the advice given by the EEP Coordinator” she explained when we 

discussed husbandry practices.97  

 The choice to be part of the EAZA EEP for the white rhino brings multiple dynamics 

to light. On the one hand, the compliance with advice given by the EAZA illustrates the trust 

GaiaZOO has in the expertise of the EAZA as an association concerned with conservation and 

husbandry. On the other hand, the contradiction between wanting to take decisions ‘in house’ 

but following advice from the EAZA can be interpreted as conforming to the label as an 

EAZA member. As mentioned in chapter one, being a member of the EAZA gives the 

accreditation of a ‘good’ zoo on a European level (Hosey, Melfi and Ward 2020). Being 

accredited with the status of an EAZA member, the zoo has met strict requirements in all 

factettes of the zoo such as finance, education, safety and permits and has undergone an 

inspection of three or four EAZA colleagues.98 Not conforming to the advice or standards 

given by the EAZA could possibly result in the loss of the credibility label. As explained 

earlier, this credibility label is not widely present on the physical signs within the zoo but is 

found on the opening page that introduces the animals of the zoo (see photo 18) as well as on 

the individual pages of the animals that are a part of an EEP. For visitors that are critical of 

zoo practices, such credibility labels can be attractive. Thus, despite the fact that the advice 

 
 
97 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
98 Interview Lars Versteege, EEP Coordinator of the white rhino at the EAZA, 30/03/2021 

Photo 18: Screenshot of the opening page "from Ape to Zebra", taken from the GaiaZOO website 
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given by the EAZA EEP Coordinator centres around conservation, there is also a commercial 

interest in following the advice given by the EEP.  

 While the EAZA mainly has a conservation-oriented interest with a commercial edge, 

there are other parties, such as the municipality, that have the commercial aspect of the zoo at 

heart. The zoo was co-founded in collaboration with the municipality of Kerkrade, a region 

with an aging community. The establishment of the zoo also had the function to increase 

attractiveness of the area.99 The municipality therefore also has their wishes for the 

developments of the zoo and stated the following in their annual financial report of 2018: 

 

“The Board of Directors, Supervisory Board and shareholders have set the 

goal of a gradual expansion of the park. In the coming years, the park will invest in 

making it accessible to visitors all year round, as well as making all animals visible 

365 days a year” (Municipality of Kerkrade 2018). 

 

While assessing whether these investments actually happened was not possible within 

the scope of this thesis, this statement suggests that the zoo carries a responsibility to the 

municipality of Kerkrade to invest in the size and increase in accessibility of the zoo. Both 

aspects discussed here are focused on the commercial aspects of the zoo and contribute to the 

attractiveness of the surrounding area. The director will therefore also incorporate this 

responsibility in their decision making. Once again, an illustration of how the larger network 

of parties involved with the zoo influences internal decision making and thus also indirectly 

influences the attention that is given to the interest of the animals the zoo represents.  

While animal wellbeing remains a central concern for the zoo, they are bound to the 

commercial aspects to remain afloat. Understandably, they are restricted in the extent in 

which they can promote and undertake conservation practices as the larger network of parties 

require the zoo to also pay equal if not more attention to visitor satisfaction and park 

maintenance to sustain their existence. The fact that decisions are “often not only made by 

animal people, but also by commercial people”100 concerning the animals limits the extent to 

which acts of conservation can be carried out.  In essence, the zoo is fixed in a cycle in which 

they wish to move to more nature-oriented institutions but are limited by the nature of the 

institution as an infrastructure made by human for human.  

 
 
99 Interview Bas Martens, Head of Zookeeping in GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
100 Interview Lars Versteege, EEP Coordinator of the white rhino at the EAZA, 30/03/2021 
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The legal landscape 

Although the study of animal rights goes beyond the scope of this research, it is 

imperative to recognize the legal framework in which the political representation of the white 

rhino is embedded. All zoos within the Netherlands must adhere to the Dutch law. However, 

the laws surrounding practices with animals are rather vague and open for interpretation due 

to the foundation on which they are built. In 1997, Article 1.3 of the Animal Act in Dutch law 

got introduced which states that: “the intrinsic value of animals is recognized” (Dutch Animal 

Act 2011, own translation, Brom 1999). They define it by saying: 

 

 “Recognition of the intrinsic value of animals as referred to in the first paragraph is 

understood as the recognition of own value of animals, being sentient beings. When setting 

rules by or pursuant to this Act, and taking decision based on these rules, full account is taken 

of the consequences that these rules or decisions have for the intrinsic value of the animal, 

without prejudice to other legitimate interests. In any case, it is provided that the infringement 

of the integrity or welfare of animals is prevented beyond what is reasonably necessary and 

that the care that the animals reasonably require is assured. (Dutch Animal Act 2011, own 

translation). 

 

While it seems that the recognition of the animals as sentient beings is in line with the 

multispecies and multiplicity of ontologies approach this thesis takes, the definition and 

practice of ‘intrinsic value’ remains debatable. The introduction of ‘intrinsic value’ had the 

main purpose to step away from the ‘instrumental value’, the notion that animals only have 

value when humans have interest in them (Verhoog 1992, Brom 1999). As such, animals were 

for the first time recognized as having value of their own, separate from the value that they 

may or can have for humans (Brom 1999). Given that animals are considered to have an 

‘intrinsic value’ according to Dutch law, and that the animals in zoos are dependent on 

humans for their survival, it is a human concern to ensure that the abilities and interests of the 

animals are met (Swart and Keulartz 2011). However, while the recognition of animals as 

moral being that have a value of their own by the law is a development towards bridging the 

gap between nature and culture, it remains difficult to understand what is means to 

incorporate and embody the ‘intrinsic value’ of animals in daily life (Brom 1999). 

The shift from recognizing animals from having only an ‘instrumental value’ towards 

and ‘intrinsic value’ allows humans to not only question the morality of human practices, but 

it also allows humans to question the wellbeing, and the protection, of the animal itself (Brom 
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1999). While I do not question the rightful conduct of welfare practices in GaiaZOO in 

correspondence to this law, I do question the interpretability of the law. As explained in 

chapter one, the conservation statements of both the EAZA and GaiaZOO are built upon the 

notion that nature is needed for human pleasure and survival (EAZA 2008, GaiaZOO 2021). 

The foundations of the conservation and education strategies the EAZA and GaiaZOO 

employ are thus motivated by the benefit it may have for humans. Understanding animals as a 

crucial part to sustain human life, rather than emphasizing the personal value and rights of 

animals, alludes to ‘instrumental value’ rather than ‘intrinsic value’.  

 Regardless of the intentions and the aims to contribute to conservation, many acts and 

practices of conservation within the zoo will be intertwined with a feature of commercialism. 

To start with, as reaction to the rise in critiques of animal’s practices that started in the mid 

1970s, zoos changed their practices to a more conservation and nature-oriented institution 

(Milstein 2009, Keulartz 2015). While GaiaZOO only opened its gates in 2001, they too are 

undergoing a shift due to a more critical stance of the public regarding zoos. “Yes, that is also 

one of the reasons that we are now really going to focus on explaining the rights of existence 

of zoos” Hanneke replied to the question concerning the increase in critique.101 Such a shift 

was also observed in the social media strategy of GaiaZOO.102 In 2017, the Instagram of 

GaiaZOO changed drastically from marketing towards education.103 The main reason for such 

a change was to embody the role they play as institution as educators and connecting humans 

to the natural world. The reaction of GaiaZOO to the wider public indicates the need of zoos 

to adhere to the desires of the public to sustain existence as without visitors they will have to 

close their doors. Thus, regardless of the intentions to conserve nature for nature, the shift of 

zoos towards conservation was fuelled by a commercial interest in satisfying the public and 

the influx of visitors. Given the nature of the spark for a transition, the value of conserving 

animals remains one of ‘instrumental value’ for the existence of the zoo.  

The term ‘intrinsic value’ is open for interpretation and practices surrounding animals 

that involve commercial value, as is evident in zoos due to the nature of the institution made 

for humans, are considered legal within the Dutch law. I argue that, given the nature of the 

institution, it is difficult to fully disregard the ‘instrumental value’ of animals within a zoo. 

Regardless of the intensions of zoos, the interpretability of the Dutch Animal Act leaves space 

 
 
101 Interview Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 22/04/2021 
102 Content analysis of GaiaZOO’s Instagram account 
103 Email contact Hanneke de Boer, Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO, 20/07/2021 
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for human dominated practices and decisions to flourish. While both zoos and the law are 

developing to bridge the gap between nature and humans, the vague nature of ‘intrinsic value’ 

allows human value to overshadow the value of animals limiting the initial purpose of the 

Dutch Animal Act.  

*** 
 

 This chapter has illustrated the contradictions that arise when humans represent the 

interests of animals within GaiaZOO. There are multiple levels of representation from ground 

level of the zookeepers to the European level of the EEP Coordinator. The technical ‘Best 

Practice Guidelines’ that are written illustrate the way in which the EAZA and GaiaZOO try 

to fulfil the interests of the white rhino. However, some aspects of these guidelines, such as 

the limited physical space, pose restrictions to the expression of agency of the white rhino. 

This chapter has argued that agency is a key aspect of wellbeing, and the limitation thereof 

thus also limits the accomplishment of great wellbeing. When looking at the representation of 

population welfare, it has become evident that the commercial nature of zoos is still widely 

present within decision-making. As a result, choices must always be a compromise between 

the multiple aspects of the zoo limiting the possible development of the conservation sector. 

All of these decisions are made within the boundaries of the Dutch law which has proven to 

be open to interpretation. The interpretability of the Dutch Animal Act allows for human 

values to overshadow the value of animals once again limiting the ability to bridge the gap 

between nature and humans. The anthropological lens, through which the multiple levels of 

political representation have been discussed, has illustrated that zoos remain fixed in a cycle 

in which they wish to move to more nature-oriented institutions but are limited by the nature 

of the institution as an infrastructure made by humans for humans. 
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Conclusion 
 

To conclude this thesis, I will refer to the research question this thesis aimed to 

answer: How do the variety of representations of the white rhino in a zoo reflect and 

materialize the position humans hold within nature? Through a variety of methods including 

semi-structured interviews, content analysis with a discourse analytic approach, field, and 

participant observations as well as desk research, this thesis has argued that despite the best 

efforts of zoos to bridge the gap between nature and culture by becoming nature and 

conservation-oriented institutions, patterns of human domination cause zoos to be trapped in a 

series of contradictions that limit their potential to reach the very goal they aim to achieve.  

Zoos are institutions that allow humans to “engage in cultural self-definition against a 

variably constructed and opposed nature” (Anderson 1995, 276, Kisora and Driessen 2021). 

They thus play an important role in shaping how we as humans see ourselves in a world that 

is continuously changing. Through making the familiar strange, the anthropological lens 

employed within this thesis unravelled the normalized perspectives and practices of 

representation in zoos (Ratner 2013). The representations of zoos today are aimed to represent 

the beauty of nature to foster human-animal connections but, as I argued throughout this 

thesis, the multiple representations within GaiaZOO remain influenced and/or overruled by 

thoughts and processes of human domination and control. As such, these visual, textual and 

political representations as well as materialized structures of human domination, reinforce the 

human dominant position rather than dismantling or bridging the gap between nature and 

culture. This thesis does not argue that zoos are inherently ‘bad’ or wrong but rather that zoos, 

within their limits as an institution made for humans by humans, has ground to gain to fulfil 

their potential as nature-oriented institutions. Because “how can we convey messages of 

empathy, connection, and care towards animals and nature when zoos essentially perform 

human dominance over nature?” (Ojalammi and Nygren 2018, 243). 

 All in all, this thesis has illustrated that the white rhino is not only physically captive 

in GaiaZOO but also captive in the dominant perspective of humans. As such, animals will 

not be regarded as equal actors in the field of conservation in zoos with an equal right to life. 

The gap between humans and animals that is reinforced, reproduced, and materialized within 

the discussed representations illustrate the series of contradictions that limit zoos to achieve 

their full potential as institutions that contribute to conservation, fostering equal human-

animal relationships and research for nature. 
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Limitations and avenues for future research 

 It is important to understand and reiterate the limitations of this study. Due to the 

circumstances surrounding COVID-19 during my fieldwork period I was unable to conduct 

multispecies ethnography extensively and thoroughly. Given that this thesis was inspired by 

Latour’s (1996) Actor-Network Theory, the restricted ability to equally consider the 

perspectives of all participants within this study is a limitation. As a result, the findings and 

analysis presented within this study are, in addition to my personal positionally, largely 

inspired by human experiences, interpretations and understandings of the animals. Therefore, 

I suggest that future research continues to analyse and develop the methods to include the 

animal perspective in studying the representation in zoos and their conservation projects in 

different contexts and cultures.  

 Building on the development of the multi-species ethnography explained above, I have 

argued in this thesis that animal agency is an aspect that can improve animal wellbeing in 

zoos. Physical space was argued to be the aspect limiting agency, and the increase of such 

space, could have the potential to increase animal agency. However, due to the limited field 

observation, the reflection of animal agency in zoos and how it can be improved was minimal. 

Given that animal agency, in all aspects of representation, is pivotal in fostering equal human-

animal relationships, I would suggest future research to further delve into the aspects of zoos 

that hinder animal agency as well as the aspects in which such agency has the potential to 

increase.  

The domination of humans over nature will to some extent always be present as 

humans are the only species that currently narrate the representations of animals and their 

political interests. However, understanding the animal perspective, and how to rightfully 

narrate this perspective, is important in the process of understanding life both inside and 

outside of zoos. As in the end, “human nature is an interspecies relationship” (Tsing 2012, 

141).  
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Appendix 
 
Appendix I: List of people interviewed  

Date Person  Role/occupation  
28/02/2021 Marie-Claire Greve Wildlife photographer 

 
05/03/2021 Staffan Widstrand Wildlife photographer 

 
05/03/2021 Britta Jaschinski Wildlife photographer 

 
22/03/2021 Andre Uys Wildlife veterinarian and South African Park Manager 

 
22/03/2021 Anonymous Ex-employee of Norden’s Ark 

 
24/03/2021 Herbert Prins Professor Resource Ecology at the University in 

Wageningen 
 

25/03/2021 Jet Bakels Environmental Anthropologist 
 

30/03/2021 Lars Versteege EEP Coordinator of the White Rhino at the EAZA 
 

02/04/2021 Joost de Jong Lecturer at the Wildlife Ecology and Conservation 
Group at the University in Wageningen 
 

09/04/2021 Christiaan van der Hoeven Advisor Ecological Networks and Species 
Conservation at WWF 
 

13/04/2021 Sandra van de Werd Founder Comité Dierennoodhulp 
 

19/04/2021 Friederike von Howald TAG Chair Rhinoceros at the EAZA 
 

21/04/2021 Frans Schepers Cofounder and Managing Director at Rewilding 
Europe and Former Advisor Ecological Networks and 
Species Conservation at WWF 
 

22/04/2021 Bas Martens Head of Zookeeping in GaiaZOO 
 

22/04/2021 Hanneke de Boer Education and Conservation Manager GaiaZOO 
 

05/05/2021 Ant Baber Private Landowner is South Africa and White Rhino 
Conservationist 
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Appendix II: Operationalization tables content analysis Instagram GaiaZOO 

Concept Dimension Variable Indicators 

Contextualization  Instagram 
photos 
animals 
GaiaZOO  

Photo  What is the aim of the photo in the context? 
(Conservation/Education/Behaviour/Birth/Death/New 
Arrivals/Health and well-being) 
How does the image relate to the larger discourse of 
contribution to conservation? 

Source of image What information is missing concerning the source?  
Where does the photo come from?  

Caption/text What elements of the photo does the caption next to 
the photo refer to? 
Have hashtags been used?  
Are other accounts tagged in the caption? 

Visual 
representation 
Instagram  

Visual 
content 
analysis 

Animal 
representation and 
categories of 
emotional strategy 

Number of animals in the picture? 
What animal (large, small) 
Is the animal portrayed a young/juvenile animal?  
Close-up or far away? 
Eye-contact?  
Are there humans in the photo?  

Environmental 
representation  

Is the nature that represented pristine or destroyed?  

Technical 
composition  

Background Where is the image taken?  
Is the background blurry or clear?  
Are unnaturally looking and/or human constructed 
materials present in the background? (Fences, toys 
etc.)  

Angle/perspective From what angle is the photo taken? (Above, eye-
level, below?) 
What narrative does the angle add to the image? 

Textual 
representation 
Instagram  

Textual 
content 
analysis 
caption 

General Caption What is the aim of the caption? 
(conservation/education/leisure/news) 
Are hashtags used? If so, how many? 

Anthropomorphism Are human behaviours used to describe the photo?  
Are names used in the caption?  
Are there more comments underneath the when 
anthropomorphism is employed? 

Conservation value Is IUCN, or an IUCN status described within the 
caption?  
Is it mentioned that the animals are in need for 
conservation?  

Textual 
analysis 
comments 

Comments How many comments are posted for the photo?  
How does this number of comments differ from the 
average?  
Are names used within the comments? 

Social semiotics What emoji are used within the comments?  
How are these emoji combined with text? 
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Theme of post Description 
Education Facts given about the animals e.g., what they 

eat, how they live, the behaviour they see on the 
picture and why this behaviour is done 

Conservation Post revolved around action to save the animals. 
Mention of their IUCN status. 
Mention of how the zoo is involved in 
conservation activities within EAZA and 
beyond.  
Mentioning of the EEP. 
Links to field projects that they contribute to. 

Birth Announcing the birth of young animal(s) that 
are bred within the zoo. 

Death Announcing the death of animal(s) form within 
the zoo. 

Health and wellbeing Commenting on the health or wellbeing of the 
animal(s) 
Veterinarian statements and procedures 
How the zoo contributes to a good quality of life 
Birthday of animals  

New arrivals/exits Posts announcing the rotation of animals (in and 
out) in the zoo.  

New developments New developments of exhibits within the zoo 

Riddles Pictures asking a question to which the visitors 
can react (puzzles, quiz questions).   

‘Animal Passport’ A portrayal of an animal in what they refer to as 
an ‘animal passport’. Giving a portrait of the 
animal, their name, their weight and height, 
Latin name, their IUCN status and three facts 
about them.   

General Welcoming new visitors to an exhibit  
Picture without description  
Pictures concerning mothers/Father’s 
Day/Friday 13th/1st of April 
Asking people to vote for best activity of the 
year 
A look behind the scenes  
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Variable Criteria 
Number of animals 
in the picture 

For an animal to be counted the animal must be identifiable – 
illustrating the main features (e.g., head, body, colour) 

Perspective (above, 
eye-level, below) 
                     📷 
 
🦏     📷 
 

     📷 

Above: The lens of the camera was above the height of the eyes 
when the photo was taken.  
 
Eye-level: The lens of the camera was at the same height as the eyes 
of the animal when the photo was taken.  
 
Below: The lens of the camera was below the height of the eyes of 
the animal when the photo was taken.  

Type of natural 
environment 
(destruction, pristine, 
visible human made 
environment) 

Destruction: Destroyed, polluted, or degraded environments are 
depicted 
 
Pristine: The environment looks untouched by humans, natural.  
 
Visible human made environment: There are materials in the 
environment that can only be made by humans (e.g. rope, fences) 

Background (Blurry, 
clear) 

Blurry: The background of the picture behind the animal is 
pixelated, difficult to identify what is in the background.  
 
Clear: The background of the picture behind the animal is sharp, 
easy to identify what is in the background. 

People in the picture Yes: Any person, or part of a person, present in the picture.  
 
No: No person, or part of a person, is present in the picture  

Juvenile Yes: Clearly visible that a young animal is in the picture, the 
presence of a young animal is described in the caption.  
 
No: Not clearly visible that a young animal is in the picture, 
presence of a young animal not described in the caption.  

Close-up Yes: The picture zooms in on the animal through which the animal 
fills the majority of the frame and/or only a detailed part of the 
animal is visible.  
 
No: The whole body of the animal is visible; the animal does not fill 
the majority of the frame.  

Eye-contact Yes: The animal looks straight into the camera.  
 
No: The animal does not look straight into the camera.  

Illustration of animal 
behaviour 

Yes: The animal is illustrating some form of active behaviour (e.g., 
eating, bathing, running) and/or the caption describes the animal 
behaviour.  
 
No: The animal is not illustrating some form of active behaviour 
(e.g., standing still, laying down) and/or the caption does not 
describe animal behaviour.  

Large or small 
animal 

Determined through a boundary of height and weight.  
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Large animals: Rhino, Giraffe, Lion, camel, horse, wolf, cow, 
Gorilla, Kudu, hippo, Zebra, Tapir, Reindeer, Mountain Bongo, 
Ostrich, Cheeta. 
 
Small animals: Rabbit, capybara, squirrel monkey, black crested 
mangabey, bush dog, meerkat, Kusimanse, Otter, Spider Monkey, 
salamander, red panda, wolverine, White faced Saki monkey, lynx, 
Giant Anteater, Brush Pig, Porcupine, Hyrax, Bat eared Fox, 
Beaver, wild dog, goat, brush pig, Flamingo, Lobster, skunk, agouti, 
guinea fowl, other 

Mention of IUCN 
status 

Yes: The IUCN status (e.g., endangered, threatened) is mentioned in 
the photo, the caption or in the hashtags.  
 
No: The IUCN status (e.g., endangered, threatened) is not 
mentioned in the photo, the caption or in the hashtags. 

Mention of 
conservation activity 

Yes: Post revolved around action to save the animals (e.g.,  
mention of animals IUCN status, mention of how the zoo is 
involved in conservation activities within EAZA and beyond, 
mentioning of the EEP program, links to field projects that they 
contribute to.  
 
No: Does not revolve around action to save animals. 

Use of names Yes: Name of the animal is written in the caption of the post.  
 
No: Name of the animal is not written in the caption of the post.  

Anthropomorphism Yes: A human attributed characteristic is ascribed to the animal in 
the picture within the caption (e.g., ‘enjoying an ice-cream’ or ‘big 
cousin’).  
 
No: The caption does not ascribe human attributed characteristics to 
animal in the picture.  

Comments  Counted the nr of comments, excluding the comments posted by 
GaiaZOO themselves. 

Comments with 
emoji’s 

Positive	emojis:	😍💕🤩🔥👍😎👏🙏💋💖💗💞❣ 
🖤💜💙💚💛🧡❤ 😊☺🙂😁😄😃😀🤣😂 
 

Any	other	emojis	were	not	considered	positive	emojis.	
Comments with 
positive reaction 

Yes: Comments that describe the good things about the 
photo/animal (e.g., ‘beautiful picture’, ‘nice shot’, ‘beautiful 
animal’, ‘cute’).  
 
No: All the comments that do not concern the picture or do not 
describe the picture. (e.g., asking a question about the tickets in the 
zoo, ‘I am coming to the zoo tomorrow’). 

Name in the 
comment 

Yes: Any comment that mentions the humanly ascribed name of an 
animal  
 
No: Any comment that does not mention the humanly ascribed 
name of an animal 
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Appendix III: Sample of the analysed photos 330 to 340 in the coding table. 
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Appendix IV: Overall findings qualitative content analysis Instagram GaiaZOO 
Table 1: Overall Finding Qualitative Content Analysis Instagram GaiaZOO 

Category Number 
Number of posts 842 
Number of photos taken inside the zoo 832 
Average number of Likes 358 
Average number of Hashtags per post 14 
Average number of animals in the picture 2 
Average number of Comments per post 4 
Number of Comments with positive emoji’s 1388 
Number of Comments with positive words 1187 
Number of Comments using names 38 

 
Graph 2: Pie chart illustrating the distribution of aims of posts in the sample taken from the Instagram of GaiaZOO 
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Graph 1: Distribution of posts per year in the sample taken from the Instagram of GaiaZOO 
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Graph 3: Average number of likes per aim of post in the sample taken from the Instagram of GaiaZOO 

 
Graph 4: Pie chart illustrating the distribution of the section of the zoo that is represented in the sample taken from the 

Instagram of GaiaZOO 

 

Graph 5: Pie chart of the distribution of type of environment depicted in the sample taken from the Instagram of GaiaZOO 
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Graph 6: Pie chart illustrating the distribution of perspective of the image in the sample taken from the Instagram of 

GaiaZOO 

 
Graph 7: Pie chart of the distribution of small and large animals depicted in the sample taken from the Instagram of 

GaiaZOO 

 
Graph 8: Histogram of the number of photos using a category of emotional strategy in the sample taken from the Instagram 

of GaiaZOO 
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Graph 9: Histogram illustrating the number of photos using anthropomorphic character in the sample taken from the 

Instagram of GaiaZOO 

 
Graph 10: Pie chart of the distribution of background characteristic in the sample taken from the Instagram of GaiaZOO 

 
Graph 11: Histogram of the number of posts mentioning of conservation in the sample taken from the Instagram of GaiaZOO 
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Graph 12: Histogram of the average number of likes per large animal in the sample taken from the Instagram of GaiaZOO 

 
Graph 13: Histogram of the post per animal in the Savanna section of the zoo in the sample take from the Instagram of 

GaiaZOO 

 

Graph 14: Histogram of the post per animal in the Rainforest section of the zoo in the sample take from the Instagram of 
GaiaZOO 

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

Rein
dee

r

Mou
nta

in 
Bon

go
Rhin

o

Gira
ffe

Gori
lla Lion

Cam
el

Chee
ta

Wolf

Dutc
h b

elt
ed

 Cow
Kud

u

Pyg
my H

ipp
o

Zebr
a

Tapi
r

Average number of likes per large animal

26

39

52

8 13 8 5 3

27

1 12 8
18

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Rhin
o

Gira
ffe Lion

Kud
u

Zebr
a

Ostr
ich

Chee
tah

Guin
ea 

fow
l

Meer
ka

t

Porc
up

ine

Wild
 do

g

Bat 
Eare

d F
ox

Flam
ing

o

Number of posts of animals in the Savanna section of the zoo

33
28

6 6 7

23

4 10

31

8 2 9
13

18 18

7
0
5

10
15
20
25
30
35

Gori
lla

Pyg
my H

ipp
o

Tapi
r

Mou
nta

in 
Bon

go

Lion
 Tam

ari
n

How
ler

 m
on

key

Squ
ire

ll m
on

key

Blac
k C

res
ted

 M
an

gab
ey

Barb
ary

 M
aca

qu
es

Yell
ow

-br
eas

ted
…

Spid
er 

Mon
ke

y

bu
shd

og fro
g

Whit
e f

ace
d S

ak
i…

Gian
t A

nte
ate

r

Brus
h P

ig

Number of posts of animals in the Rainforest section of the zoo



 89 

 
Graph 15: Histogram of the post per animal in the Taiga section of the zoo in the sample take from the Instagram of 

GaiaZOO 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7 3

22

12
15

12

25

36

19

8
3

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

Cam
el

Hors
e

Wolf

Musk
 ox

wolv
eri

ne

Capy
ba

ra

Red 
Pand

a
Lyn

x
Otte

r

Euro
pea

n M
int

Sku
nk

Number of posts of animals in the Taiga section of the zoo



 90 

Appendix V: Findings qualitative content analysis of the white rhino posts  

 
Table 2: General Findings Qualitative Content Analysis of the White Rhino Posts 

Category Number 
Number of posts 26 
Number of photos taken inside the zoo 24 
Average number of Likes 453 
Average number of Hashtags per post 13 
Average number of animals in the picture 2 
Average number of Comments per post 3 
Number of Comments with positive emoji’s 39 
Number of Comments with positive words 49 
Number of Comments using names 1 

 

 
Graph 16: Pie chart illustrating the distribution of aims of the white rhino posts in the sample taken from the Instagram of 

GaiaZOO 

 
Graph 17: Average number of likes per aim of the white rhino posts in the sample taken from the Instagram of GaiaZOO  
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Graph 18: Pie chart of the distribution of type of environment depicted in the white rhino posts of the Instagram of GaiaZOO 

 
Graph 19: Pie chart illustrating the distribution of perspective of the image in the white rhino posts in the sample taken from 

the Instagram of GaiaZOO 

 
Graph 20: Histogram of the number of white rhino photos using a category of emotional strategy in the sample taken from 

the Instagram of GaiaZOO 
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Graph 21: Histogram illustrating the number of white rhino photos using anthropomorphic character in the sample taken 

from the Instagram of GaiaZOO 

 
Graph 22: Pie chart of the distribution of background characteristic in the white rhino posts in the sample taken from the 

Instagram of GaiaZOO 

 

 
Graph 23: Histogram of the number of posts mentioning of conservation in the white rhino posts in the sample taken from the 

Instagram of GaiaZOO 
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