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“I don’t need your help! I’m a scientist!”
Biotechnology, Digital Visual Effects,
and (the Lack of) Human Control of Life in Zoo

Abstract. This article explores the American television series Zoo (CBS, 2015—2017). The show’s con-
voluted narrative revolves around mutations that are put into motion by genetic engineering. These
mutations first affect animals and later humans. The article argues that the biotechnological control of
life, which takes center stage narratively, is mirrored in the television show’s use of digital visual effects
to create animals. More importantly, Zoo suggests that this control of life is nothing but an illusion,
as the mutation quickly gets out of hand and leads to unexpected consequences. Thus, the television
series reflects the Anthropocene condition, which is characterized by the emergence of humankind as
a planetary force; however, the planetary effects of anthropogenic activities have been largely unwant-
ed. While Zoo seems to expose these processes of our age, the article also stresses that as a television
show, Zoo must reach a broad audience. Thus, the critique of human fantasies of planetary control are,
somewhat paradoxically, accompanied by an anthropocentrism which arguably undermines the show’s
ecological subtexts.

Keywords: science fiction, American television, technoscience, genetic engineering, biotechnology,
environmental criticism

1. Introduction

Adapted from James Patterson and Michael Ledwidge’s eponymous 2012 novel,
CBS’s summer show Zoo (2015-2017) has been described as a “wild-animals-scare-
the-dung-out-of-humans adventure series” (Tucker 2015) that is garnished with some
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“preposterous science” (Ashby 2015).! As the first quotation in the previous sentence,
lifted from Ken Tucker’s review, indicates, Zoo was originally marketed as a show
revolving around animals attacking humans. A voiceover that accompanies the first
season’s opening credits makes the show’s main selling point explicit: “For centuries,
mankind has been the dominant species. We’ve domesticated animals, locked them up,
killed them for sport. But what if, all across the globe, the animals decided, ‘No more’?
What if they finally decided to fight back?” (Pinkner and Rosenberg 2015a).? By mak-
ing its narrative premise explicit, the series also acknowledges its generic lineage in
the animal horror tradition. At its core, Zoo

tells the story of how a particular animal or an animal species [or, in the case of Zoo, all
animal species] commits a transgression against humanity and then recounts the punishment
the animal must suffer as a consequence. In this way, the horror that most animal horror ...
depicts turns on an attack on human beings by an animal. This is the case even in the many
films where humans are to blame for this attack by first violating the territory of the animal
or by controlling the animal,

to quote from Katarina Gregersdotter, Nicklas Hallén and Johan Hoglund’s introduc-
tion to Animal Horror Cinema (2015, 3—4).

The show wastes little time to deliver on the promise to present animal attacks. Af-
ter the series has established the long-lasting bromance between safari guides Jackson
Oz (James Wolk) and Abraham Kenyatta (Nonso Anozie), the two characters scare off
a black rhinoceros when a licensed hunter wants to shoot the animal, thereby clarifying
that the two do not want to exploit — let alone unnecessarily kill — animals (while par-
ticipating in a tourist industry whose involvement in environmental destruction is con-
veniently ignored). From Botswana, the action jumps to Los Angeles, where two male
lions attack two men. The next morning, a television reporter explains, “Three dead and
five others wounded as a pair of lions escaped City of Angels Zoo and made their way
into the crowded Mid-Wilshire section of Hollywood, where they killed two more men
in an alley” (Appelbaum et al. 2015). LA Telegraph reporter Jamie Campbell (Kristen
Connolly) is convinced that the “lions behaved entirely out of character” (Appelbaum et
al. 2015), which is why she decides to investigate the attacks. Back in Africa, Jackson
and Abraham find a camp that a group of lions invaded — twenty-two people are dead.’

' Zoo embraces the “preposterousness” of the “science” depicted. The show repeatedly self-refer-
entially highlights how it diverges from accepted “facts.” For example, in the episode “Caraquet,”
an African elephant appears in Argentina. Upon seeing the animal, one of the characters wonders,
“How did an African elephant find its way to Patagonia?”’ (Oh and Parker 2016).

This is the wording used in the second episode, which is the first time the voiceover is used. In ep-
isode two, the short speech is delivered by the character Professor Robert Oz. The speech differs
slightly when uttered by other characters in the course of the season.

I use “group” (rather than “pride”) to highlight that the show suggests that the lions may have
gathered to attack despite lacking the structure of a pride.
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The killing sprees in Botswana and Los Angeles are no isolated incidents, either. In
Slovenia, a pack of feral dogs kills tourists; in Jakarta, a rhino tramples three tourists to
death; in Japan, a swarm of bats attacks planes; in the United States, a pack of wolves
overruns a prison; and in Germany, six brown bears emerge from a forest and raid the
city of Wuppertal.

These cases of “aberrant” animal behavior are introduced in the first couple of
episodes and allow Zoo to set up its plot: a genetic mutation unleashed by products of
a globally operating biotech company causes animals around the world to “develop
a biological imperative to destroy” (Kettner 2015) the human race. While the grumpy,
somewhat misanthropic veterinary pathologist Mitch Morgan (Billy Burke) is — at first
— certain that these events do not anticipate “the coming of the animal apocalypse”
(Harris-Lawrence 2015a), by the end of season one, the human-animal conflict has
reached fever pitch, as humankind seems determined not only to ensure its continuing
dominance of the planet, but also to “play God” by “recreat[ing] ... every species on
Earth, from domestic dogs and cats to alligators and zebras, ... from ... healthy, unaf-
fected DNA” (Pinkner and Rosenberg 2015b). But before this “re-population” (Pink-
ner and Rosenberg 2015b) and the attendant process of species purification can be put
into motion, the planet has to be cleansed of all animal life. Accepting this intended
mass extermination for the sake of de-extincting animals and re-populating the planet
exposes humanity’s nearly compulsive drive for mastery of, and the related impact of
anthropogenic activities on, the planet.

“Humanity’s progress has guided our world to the edge of destruction,” Jackson’s fa-
ther, Professor Robert Oz (Ken Olin), tellingly muses in a video recording that is promi-
nently displayed in the first episode. Professor Oz draws on a notion of progress that may
be traced to the Age of Reason which that is “closely associated with the development of
science and technology” (Channell 2017, 256). In addition to scientific and technological
advancements, human progress rests on the establishment of a “hierarchy of beings in
a single ordered series” (Latour 2004, 25; original in italics), with White, heterosexual
men perched atop, ruling over human Others and the natural world.

Zoo, | suggest, takes this hierarchical worldview to the extreme by interconnecting
human progress with “the technological subjugation and perfection of nature” (Beck
1995, 29), which is made possible by genetic engineering. In so doing, the show ac-
knowledges that human history is defined by “our growing capacities to control, man-
age, engineer, reshape, and modulate ... living creatures” (Rose 2007, 3). However,
Zoo makes explicit that humans cannot control their “naturalcultural” (Haraway 2016)
creations. As such, the show may seem to critique humankind’s attempts to dominate

4 Treplicate the (simplistic) human-versus-animal divide that the series establishes here. Of course,

various scholars have highlighted that “the human” “transpos[es] a specific mode of being human
into a generalized standard” (Braidotti 2013, 26) and thus ignores (or even erases) the variety
of “genres of the human” (Weheliye 2014, 2). Likewise, “the animal” is “a fictitious tableau ...,
a sort of classification after Linnacus” (Derrida 2008, 13).
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and manipulate the nonhuman world and, accordingly, tell a cautionary warning tale
against the exceptionalist view of humankind that Westerners have cultivated since the
Enlightenment. However, as I will demonstrate, this ecological subtext is filled with
paradoxes. After all, broadcast in a primetime slot on one of the three major traditional
television networks in the United States, Zoo was an entertainment product made for
mass consumption (even if the show never reached those masses and remained a niche
offering). As such, the series is embedded in different economic, political, and social
contexts that complicate the show’s meanings and politics. Tellingly, David Ingram
has pointed out that mainstream movies tend to exploit their alleged environmental
concerns, subjecting their ecological subtexts to the Almighty Dollar:

Hollywood cinema has treated environmentalism in the same way as all other topical issues
... Political subjects are ... appropriate when they can provide scriptwriters and directors
with the ... “dramatic potentials” and “angles” that they require to make a commercial mov-
ie. (2000, viii)

What is true of films also holds true for television shows in this respect. Although
actor James Wolk promoted the show’s ecological subtext as part of its “wider message”
(Keveney 2015), Zoo tells what Ingram has called an “anthropocentric, human interest
story” (2000, 10). This aspect becomes particularly pertinent in the season three finale
(which stands as the series finale, as the show was canceled in the fall of 2017), in which
Jackson chooses to save the life of one human being over stopping a new kind of muta-
tion in the animal kingdom from spreading across the North American continent. In the
melodramatic and overly clichéd conclusion, Jackson emerges as the potential savior of
humankind because of his desire to protect a baby, which comes to embody humanity’s
future. In so doing, the series ending perpetuates the Western system of biopower, whose
biopolitics establishes the hierarchical division of life (species, but also human “races”
based on value judgments and the attendant division of lifeforms into agents and patients
— those in control of their lives and those whose lives are controlled by others.

In this article, I will accordingly present three interrelated arguments. The bio-
technological manipulation of animal life that drives Zoo’s narrative is reflected in the
show’s use of digital visual effects to (quite literally) render animal bodies. Whereas
technology grants the show’s creators control over the digital animals, human control
of life proves to be an illusion, demonstrated by the devastating, unexpected conse-
quences that the biotechnological interventions effect in the diegesis.> Thus, Zoo re-
flects the dynamics of the Anthropocene, which is characterized by a central paradox:
“[d]espite humans’ pervasive influence on the planet, our actual control over natural
systems remains limited,” as Nicholas Kawa states (2016).

5 As Sharon Sharp details in her contribution to Fear and Nature (2021), “Zoo also gained notoriety
when it became a sustained site of protest by animal advocacy groups for its use of live animals
in production” (2021, 239).
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2, Illusions of Controlling Life

In What is Life? (1944), Erwin Schrodinger explores the physical bases of life. As he
clarifies in the book’s first chapter, he seeks to answer an “important and very much
discussed question ... How can the events in space and time which take place within
the spatial boundary of a living organism be accounted for by physics and chemis-
try?” (1944, 3). Primarily drawing on the 1935 essay “Uber die Natur der Genmuta-
tion und der Genstruktur” (“The Nature of Genetic Mutation and Genetic Structure”),
Schrodinger concludes that “living matter, while not eluding the ‘laws of physics’ as
established up to date, is likely to involve ‘other laws of physics” hitherto unknown”
(1944, 68). This sentence implies that Schrodinger struggled with what he perceived
to be a central paradox — that in a world subjected to the laws of thermodynamics, life
(as such) is not subject to entropy.

While What is Life? is an interesting read for a number of reasons, Krishna Dron-
amraju has suggested that the book’s significance lies in Schrodinger’s “decided im-
pact in initiating the development of molecular genetics” (1999, 1071).° In the book,
Schrodinger refers to chromosomes as “some kind of code-script” (1944, 21) that
stores “all the future development of the organism” (1944, 61), thereby reducing life
to a code that may be deciphered and manipulated. Schrodinger’s symbolic gesture
demystifies life and renders it comprehensible. As “the genetic code” thus becomes
imagined “as an information system and a Book of Life” (Kay 2000, 2-3), the concept
of life severs its ties from actual life. Life becomes transplanted into the semiosphere,
where it begins a new kind of existence as a simulation of life. In his essay “The Or-
ders of Simulacra” (1975), Jean Baudrillard tellingly concludes, “It is therefore in the
simulacrum of a ‘nature’ that the modern sign finds its value™ (1983, 86). As “a specific
cultural model of nature” emerges (Beck 1995, 54), the concept of “nature” both grad-
ually replaces the material bases of “nature” and comes to define what these material
bases, in fact, are. As a result, “the whole world lives and thinks in a terminology con-
noting technological mastery and economic utility” (Beck 1995, 167).

Zoo taps into popular DNA discourses to engage with humankind’s attempts to
control life on the genetic level. For example, when the team consisting of Jackson,
Abraham, Mitch, Jamie, and French intelligence agent Chloé Tousignant (Nora Arn-
ezeder) comes closer to understanding the reasons for the animal attacks, Mitch ex-
amines a brown bear that made its way into a house in Paris. While investigating

¢ Horace Judson has observed that “the earliest mention of coding that counts was Erwin Schroding-

er’s ... in What is Life?” (1979, 244). Likewise, E. J. Yoxen has noted that “the special achievement
with which [Schrodinger] is credited is that of formulating the idea of a genetic code” (1979, 19).
Lily Kay has, however, explained that Schrodinger’s book was, in fact, “far removed” from theories
in biology of his day (2000, 3). Consequently, considering the book not just a, but the, “precursor to
the genetic code” is outright naive (Kay 2000, 4). Arguably, the significance of What is Life? lies less
in the ideas the book presents, but rather in its power to inspire readers to pursue careers in biology;
however, some scholars have challenged this point, as well (e.g., Walsby and Hodge 2017).
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blood samples, he discovers that the animal’s DNA has changed. He explains that “the
Mother Cell is ... accelerating ... mutations in the animal kingdom that we would
see occur naturally, but not for another several generations — maybe a couple of hun-
dred years — from now” (Harris-Lawrence 2015b). Before Mitch says these words, the
bear’s DNA structure is visualized as a sequence of bars on a monitor (Illustration 1).
The combination of dialogue and images suggests that human beings can decipher the
code of life and transform it into human language. Indeed, humans caused the mutation
because the “Mother Cell” is “a DNA molecule used to manipulate cellular material on
a genetic level” that was developed by the biotech company Reiden Global (Faerber
2015). This Mother Cell “is in every single product Reiden makes” (Faerber 2015).
Since Reiden produces “everything from dog food to weed killer,” traces of the Mother
Cell are “everywhere. It’s all over the world, and it can’t be stopped” (Faerber 2015).

Ilustration 1: The bear’s DNA structure is visualized on an intradiegetic monitor. Screenshot
from the Zoo episode “Sleuths” (season 1, episode 7) © CBS Television, 2015.

Mitch develops an intricate plan that centers on him reverse-engineering a cure
against the accelerated mutations by combining the Mother Cell with stem cells from
an infected animal. This notion of not only re-writing genetic code, but rather pre-
dicting the consequences of these alterations, celebrates late twentieth-century ideas
about how scientists had “developed synthetic chemical methods that ha[d] ... been
optimized to allow [them] to ‘write’ quickly and accurately [their] own ‘text’ in the
language of DNA” (Jackson 1995, 358).” As David Jackson has explained, “The ability

7 In the sciences, these discourses dominated in the late twentieth century. Postgenomic research

“recognizes limitations to the power of the genetic code, calling into question the correspondent
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to create text is obviously an extremely important functional capability in any lan-
guage” (1995, 358). Indeed, by deciphering the code of life, humans merely gained
an understanding (or, rather, the illusion of understanding) of life, but by altering the
code, humans gained control over life (or — at the risk of overstressing the point — the
illusion of gaining control).

This illusion of control is reflected in the visual aesthetics of Zoo. The show exces-
sively employs C-grade digital visual effects to depict many of the animals featured in
the diegetic world (Illustration 2). These visual effects ensure that the animals seen on
the screen are “no longer limited by the real animal,” since digital technologies “allow
us to scan and refigure the real animal to make it exactly what we please” (Fudge 2002,
88). In this way, the digital visual effects create the illusion of controlling the animals.

MY T

Ilustration 2: The low-budget digital effects highlight their constructedness. Screenshot from
the Zoo episode “Jamie’s Got a Gun” (season 2, episode 7) © CBS Television, 2016.

The digital animals are made of code, shaped by sequences of Os and 1s, which take
inspiration from representations of animals rather than actual, living beings. In this
way, signs (the digital animals) are made up of signs (the digital code), which are based
on other signs (representations of the animals). As such, the digital animals are what
Kristen Whissel has called “Nature Plus” (2014, 96) in two respects. Within the diege-
sis, they are “excessive forces of nature” (Whissel 2014, 96), as the animals possess
super-natural skills and traits — the French bears grow an endoskeleton, big cats com-
municate telepathically over long distances, various bird species develop a common

and omnipotent associations of twentieth-century molecular biology” (Sidler 2006, 68). However,
popular culture representations of bioengineering still feed off ideas born in the 1980s and 1990s.
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language, and so on. Indeed, in season two, the team encounters ants that can generate
electricity (a power that the insects want to harness to blow up the Hadron Collider)
and a sloth that can cause earthquakes, among others. Secondly, beyond the limits of
the diegetic world, “Nature Plus” suggests that the animals’ spectral lives in comput-
er databases have resulted in (digital) representations’ usurping of real-life animals:
animal representations replace actual animals, thereby satisfying humanity’s control
fantasy, as barely controllable wild animals become framed by the technoscientific
imagination, which tames and domesticates them without the need for direct contact
with the actual creatures.

3. Losing Control and Being Eaten

While the digital manipulation of animal bodies in the show’s production mirrors the
digital manipulation of animals’ genetic information in the diegesis, the spectacular im-
ages of digital animals also invite the audience to linger on them. After all, Zoo thrusts
cheap digital visual effects on viewers in a way that asks the audience to accept the
constructedness of the digitally crafted creatures, which produces a dissonance, as the
obtrusive presence of the digital animals thwarts the creation of a coherent storyworld.
Instead, the hypermediated digital visual effects draw viewers’ attention to the fact that
“the nonhuman is mediated through human technology” (Narraway 2013, 218). The
images, thus, acknowledge that nonhuman creatures and entities are always-already
embedded in anthropocentric discourses that transform nonhuman elements “into ob-
jects and renders them passive, inert, manageable, and controllable” (Ivakhiv 2013, 3).

Nevertheless, within the storyworld, the digital animals are authenticated through
their interactions with (primarily) human characters. As Stephen Prince argues in his
book Digital Visual Effects in Cinema (2012), digital tools provide filmmakers with
a means for “anchoring the scene in a perceptual reality that the viewer will find cred-
ible because it follows the same observable laws of physics as the world s/he inhabits”
(2012, 32). In his reflections on Jurassic Park (1993), Prince elaborates on this point,
stressing that “dinosaurs are not living beings in the age of cinema,” but the prehistoric
creatures may become “perceptually realistic” because of how they act in the diegetic
world and interact with their diegetic environment (2012, 32). When applied to Zoo,
these ideas suggest that the digital creatures “are real within the referential terms of
the story” (Prince 2012, 33), as they appear to inhabit the diegetic world — to /ive in
this imagined universe.

Somewhat paradoxically, Kristen Whissel has observed that “[t]he vitality of digi-
tal creatures ... exists in a dialectical relationship with death; they seem most lifelike
when their deadliness and mortality are on display” (2014, 99). Zoo illustrates this
point, as the digital animals’ liveliness in the diegetic reality contrast with their as-
sociation with death. In Zoo, the animals’ connection to death conveys two opposite
— yet interconnected — ideas: the animals may die and they may kill. The nonhuman
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creatures depicted in the series are not immortal according to the logic of the imagined
world.® In particular, human characters kill animals, including their pets: “All of my
neighbors have shot their animals,” reports a man whom Abraham meets in Harare
because they feared that their beloved animal companions would turn on them (Kettner
2015). However, the animal kingdom faces an even larger threat: by the end of season
one, Reiden — the “biotech company that started this whole animal mess,” as Mitch
points out (Pitts and Glenn 2016) — has convinced the newly established International
Animal Defense Group that the best way to handle the animal threat is wiping out all
the animal species across the globe and then re-populating the planet with genetically
pure specimens. While the animals are on the brink of anthropogenic extermination,
they simultaneously pose deadly threats to humans. As Zoo repeatedly stresses from
the first episode, the animals’ primary goal is to “take down the human race” (Pinkner
and Rosenberg 2015a). Indeed, in the first couple of months of the human—animal con-
flict, the human population has suffered “17,000 casualties worldwide” (Pinkner and
Rosenberg 2015b). Once humans around the world have taken notice of the changing
animal behavior, the animals “seem to have stopped feeding on each other” (Pinkner
and Rosenberg 2015b). Instead, the animals feed on humans.

One of the few scenes in which the audience witnesses an animal preying on a hu-
man occurs in the season one episode “Wild Things” (2015). In the episode, Jackson
is hospitalized in Harare, which is under attack by big cats. Screams jolt him out of his
sleep. A brief reaction shot shows Jackson in utter disbelief as he pulls open the curtain
of his bed. In the adjacent beds, two teenagers are screaming while staring at the door.
As the camera slowly begins to move, viewers can hear the sounds of bones cracking.
A leopard is feeding on a human body, maybe thirty feet from the two teens and Jack-
son. While the leopard’s gory deed remains unseen, the sounds of bones shattering en-
gage viewers somatically, as the leopard attack reminds viewers of the fragility of the
human body by calling to mind that humans live “in a messy, complicated, resistant,
brute world of materiality” (Grosz 2004, 2). Drawing on Val Plumwood’s reflections
on being attacked by a saltwater crocodile, the moments of animals feeding on humans
in Zoo highlight our “own vulnerability as an edible, animal” species (2012, 10). Ani-
mal predation on humans, Sherryl Vint has remarked, “remind[s] us that humans, too,
are animals, despite a long philosophical tradition ... that insists upon a separate kind
of being for human subjects” (2010, 8).

Mitch makes this idea explicit when he elaborates on the trophic scale, which “is an
index of where everything falls on the food chain. Apex predators are a five ... Humans,
contrary to popular belief, are only a 2.2, alongside pigs and anchovies” (Faerber 2015).
He continues, “[O]nly two things allow us to behave like fives: our ability to reason and

8 The “immortality” of some animals may be a question that the creators of the show meant to
tackle in season four. In the season three finale, a genetically modified wolf-hyena hybrid mauls
a dog. Believed to be dead, the dog starts breathing again some time later, rising from the dead
like a zombie.
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our technology” (Faerber 2015). Here, Zoo emphasizes humanity’s difference from the
other animal species roaming the planet but simultaneously “provides us with a perspec-
tive that can help us to see ourselves in ecological terms,” which “disrupt[s] our view of
ourselves as set apart and special,” as Plumwood has noted (2012, 16-17).

In addition, the series exposes the fragility of the myth of human exceptionalism.
After all, the animals do not “simply” prey on humans. After the initial lion attacks
in Botswana, Jackson’s mother Elizabeth (Bess Armstrong), a doctor, stresses that the
big cats did not feed on the humans, but rather tortured and slaughtered them: “When
lions kill, they go for the throat. It’s quick. It’s efficient. But these bodies — every one of
them has the femoral arteries slashed. These people — they died slow, painful deaths”
(Pinkner and Rosenberg 2015a). She, thus, suggests that instead of reacting to stimuli
in their environment, the lions participated in a premeditated act that is believed to
be reserved to humans — murder. In this way, the show not only indicates that human
beings do not (and cannot) fully comprehend life on the planet, but also highlights that
humankind is only one of many agents on Earth. This understanding of humanity’s
entanglements in networks of life proves key to the environmentalist potential of Zoo,
as the very notion of humankind being merely one of hundreds of thousands of actors
on the planet radically challenges the control fantasy.

4. Life in the Anthropocene

This biocentric notion centering on the interconnectedness of animate and inanimate
agents on the planet is closely tied to the Anthropocene condition. To be sure, the
Anthropocene has become one of the most prolific ideas across disciplines since at-
mospheric chemist Paul J. Crutzen popularized the term in a 2002 Nature article.” Ear-
ly conceptualizations of the Anthropocene emphasized that “[hJuman activities have
become so pervasive and profound that they rival the great forces of Nature” (Steffen,
Crutzen, and McNeill 2007, 614). More recent formulations have, however, stressed
that the effects of anthropogenic activities are, in fact, largely beyond human control,
despite the far-reaching effects that human activities have had on the planet. Accord-
ingly, humankind is a planetary force; at the same time, there is a growing awareness of
being out of control, since human and nonhuman lifeforms as well as other nonhuman
agents are entangled in complex systems that humankind fails to fully comprehend.
The out-of-control mutation in Zoo reflects these ideas. The Mother Cell embodies
human hubris and the attendant belief that humankind would be able to decode the

Crutzen’s co-authored article with Eugene F. Stoermer, which appeared in the Global Change
Newsletter in 2000, is often considered the origin of the term. However, Stoermer had already
used the term — albeit in less formalized fashion — in the 1980s (see Steffen et al. 2011, 843),
while Andrew C. Revkin’s popular book Global Warming referred to the “Anthrocene” in much
the same way as “Anthropocene” is used today (1992, 55 and 93, in particular).
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complexities of life with the help of technoscience and then truly come to understand
life. To little surprise, the use of the Mother Cell effects unexpected changes in the
genetic configurations of animal species across the globe. However, the Mother Cell
does not simply symbolize humanity’s infatuation with “playing God,” but rather epit-
omizes the interrelations between anthropogenic activities and capitalism. After all,
although viewers never really get to know what the Mother Cell, in fact, does or is, it
“allows [Reiden Global] to be faster, better, cheaper” than their competitors (Faerber
2015). The Mother Cell, thus, represents “capitalism as a way of organizing nature —
as a multispecies, situated, capitalist world-ecology” (Moore 2016, 6). Indeed, while
Mitch succeeds in synthesizing a counteragent that stops the mutations, his success
is short-lived, as the cure effectively leads to the sterilization of the human race — not
directly, but that is part of the point: human actions and activities tend to have “unin-
tended, potentially disastrous, consequences” (Commoner 2002, 47).

Although Zoo raises these issues and purports to be critical of the processes leading
to not only the exploitation but, in fact, the destruction of “wild nature,” at the end of
the day, the show is trapped in its anthropocentrism and the attendant celebration of
human control. Granted, the central cast of characters tries to save the animals from
exploitative and destructive human activities (at first). However, this narrative moti-
vation problematically draws on the White savior template. Sure, Abraham is from
Kenya, and army ranger Dariela Marzan (Alyssa Diaz), who replaces Chlo¢ as a reg-
ular halfway through season two and who marries Abraham between seasons two and
three, is Latina. However, the leading figures in the projects of protecting the nonhu-
man animals living on our planet (first) and (later) rescuing the human race are Jackson
and Mitch, two White men, who — in their roles as animal behaviorist and veterinar-
ian — are associated with science. The two figureheads of Western science spearhead
“a racially diverse team of helpers” (Vera and Gordon 2003, 48), which is typical of
contemporary White savior narratives.

The third season embraces White saviorism. Set in the mid-2020s, the final season
fully commits to Zoo’s dystopian setup, as the show uses a growing number of bleak
settings, features increasingly mutated and hybridized animal species, and adds a “ster-
ile humanity” plot. In this world, Dariela and Abraham’s ten-year-old son Isaac (Jesse
Muhoozi) is one of the youngest humans alive. However, the show quickly focuses on
the fate of Sam, the (White and male) baby of Mitch’s daughter Clementine (Gracie
Dzienny), as the possible savior of humankind, a Christ-like figure whose (not quite
immaculate) conception is shrouded in mystery (conveniently, Jackson’s long-lost son
is the baby’s father, however). When Jackson is faced with the decision to save Sam or
to keep a new animal mutation from spreading across North America, Jackson does not
think twice — the baby is more important than anything else. Of course, to fight for the
baby’s life means to fight for the human future. However, as Lee Edelman has polemi-
cally argued, the discourse of the Child creates a regressive, oppressive, and repressive
social order that seeks “to affirm a structure, to authenticate social order” (2004, 3) that
is eternally locked in “the impossible place of an Imaginary past” (2004, 10). For Edel-
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man, this imaginary past is inseparable from heteronormativity — and Zoo is upsettingly
heteronormative.

On a more general level, the imagined past is devoid of modern life’s complexities. In
the context of Zoo, simple cause-and-effect logics replace the multifaceted and convolut-
ed entanglements of contemporary life. This regressive logic not only allows the charac-
ters to find easy solutions to the problems plaguing this world, but also re-affirms human
control — or, rather, the illusion of control. Tellingly, in the final scene of season three,
Mitch implores Jackson: “Jackson, think about it: every animal in North America is gon-
na become part of [a] hybrid army. What then?”” (Oh and Parker 2017). Here, Mitch sug-
gests that they cannot even begin to predict the large-scale and long-term consequences
of allowing the mutation to spread. Sam, as the emblem of the future, accordingly be-
comes “tethered to a future that can no longer be taken for granted” (Sheldon 2016, 3).
Jackson, trapped in his desire to save the White child (and all the ideological baggage
associated with it), simply replies, “One problem at a time, Mitch” (Oh and Parker 2017).

In this moment, Jackson exudes human ignorance, apparently believing that Mitch
and Jackson’s scientific knowledge will allow them to find a way to rectify their mis-
takes. Similar to how digital representations of animals create the illusion of con-
trolling animal life and similar to the ways in which the exclusion of humans from
the food chain perpetuates a biopolitics that allows human beings to dispose of other
lifeforms practically at will, Jackson’s decision suggests that humans are in control —
possibly not in control of everything, but if one takes one step at a time, even global
problems can be solved. Amitav Ghosh has described this approach as “creating dis-
continuities”: “break[ing] problems into smaller and smaller puzzles until a solution
present[s] itself. This is a way of thinking that deliberately excludes things and forces
(‘externalities’) that lie beyond the horizon of the matter at hand: it is a perspective
that renders the interconnectedness of Gaia unthinkable” (2016, 56). At the same time,
Zoo consistently — and insistently — stresses what Nigel Clark has called the state of
“out-of-controlness” (1997, 88): the various entanglements between human and non-
human agents render the world much too complex for Jackson’s approach to be suc-
cessful. The show, thus, conveys the idea that humans are little more than poor players
in this game called life, whose rules they fail to comprehend.

To be sure, these two interpretations diverge into wildly different directions — but
they testify to the “contradictory and convoluted narrative” that resulted from CBS’s
attempts to “represent human-animal relationships in ways that were ... [un]likely to
potentially alienate CBS’s audiences and advertisers” (Sharp 2021, 240) while simul-
taneously trying to acknowledge some of the realities of life in the Anthropocene.
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