
ABSTRACT 

The Animal Rights Movement is an essential 
movement when defending the rights of animals 
in captivity from inhumane practices. The 
concern of protecting big cats has grown 
recently due to Netflix's limited docuseries Tiger 
King: Murder, Mayhem, and Madness's rise in 
popularity. Throughout the series, the show 
depicts many instances of abuse, exploitation, 
and inhumane practices with regard to the big 
cats. In episode 4, a newborn cub is dragged 
away from its mother and denied nourishment 
from its mother (Chauklin & Goode, 2020b). 
Many groups like HSUS, WWF, and 
PETA were involved in the fight for the 
rights of big cats before the airing of the 
docuseries, exposing many key players 
of the show and their harmful practices. 
In late 2019, H.R. 1380, the Big Cat Public 
Safety Act, was introduced before 
congress but did not get far. This act 
was set to revise requirements 
governing the trade of big cats and 
restrictions on the possession of big cats 
(Quigley, 2019). Since the airing of the 
show, animal rights activists groups have 
pushed to get the bill signed in order to 
stop the abuse of the big cats in 
inhumane roadside zoos.  

INTRODUCTION 

The Animal Rights Movement is vital 
when speaking out for the voiceless. 
This movement is especially important 
for protecting big cats. Big cats within 
the U.S. have been subject to abuse 
through the unethical practices of 
private ownership, for example at 
roadside zoos and circuses. Even 
though the animal rights movement has 
been around for three centuries, public 
concern for the safety of big cats has 
grown only within the last few years due 
to the rise of the popular Netflix Series, 
Tiger King: Murder, Mayhem, and 
Madness. Many animal rights 
organizations were involved in stopping 
key members of the show before the 
show's airing. In response to the show, 

many journalists and activists have unearthed 
facts on big cats in captivity that the show failed 
to share with the audience to promote the 
wellbeing of the big cats involved in the series. 
Therefore, the tale of Tiger King and their 
negative feedback amplifies the importance of 
the animal rights movement for big cats. 

HISTORY OF THE MOVEMENT 

Evidence of concern for the wellbeing of 
animals began during the times of great thinkers 
and statesmen, such as Plato, Abraham Lincoln, 
and Albert Schweitzer. The first ever 
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“movement,” however, dates back to the 1800s 
in Victorian England. During this time period, 
new ideas were emerging within science and 
other academic disciplines. According to Kevin 
Kjonnas (2016), bills were enacted to fight cruel 
behavior towards animals. These bills were put 
into place in England and some U.S. states 
during the late 18th and early 19th century. Small 
movements and organizations arose to protect 
the wellbeing of animals during this time but 
soon new issues would emerge and call for 
more modern solutions. 

 The official animal rights movement kicked 
off during the 1970s. This movement was 
kindled by a philosopher by the name of Peter 
Singer, the author of the book Animal Liberation, 
a key document for the movement. According to 
the Britannia article entitled, “The Modern 
Animals Rights Movement,” Singer’s book 
argues that the interests of humans and the 
interests of animals should be given equal 
consideration (Wise, 2016). He argued that 
animals had comparable moral value compared 
to people. One question he presented asked 
that if we can feel pain, animals are able to feel 
the same pain (Wise, 2016). This question was 
mainly focused on the dairy industry and labs 
using animals for research. However, these two 

areas of interest would not be the only places 
challenged by animal rights activists. 

 The rights of big cats were not much 
considered at the beginning of the animal rights 
movement. Their rights were only considered 
when “the center of action shifted to protection 
of wild animals and birds,” which included big 
cat preservation (Walls, 2016). In late 2019, an act 
was introduced to congress to protect the big 
cats. This is known as H.R. 1380, Big Cat Public 
Safety Act. This act was first introduced by Rep. 
Mike Quigley. This act provides “revised 
requirements governing the trade of big cats 
and restrictions on the possession and exhibition 
of big cats” (Quigley, 2019). Many organizations 
have pushed for passing this law because of 
how vital it is to the safety of the big cats. 
According to Keli Bender, since there are no 
federal laws prohibiting the ownership of big 
cats, depending on state and municipal law, it 
could be perfectly legal for anyone to own a big 
cat as a pet (Bender, 2020). This not only 
includes private owners, but also unethical 
roadside zoos. Since the beginning of 2020, the 
concern of the safety of big cats in captivity has 
grown as a popular topic of conversation on 
social media. This is due to popularity of the 
Netflix series, Tiger King: Murder, Mayhem, and 
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Madness during the early stages of the 
COVID-19 pandemic.  

DISCUSSION 

Tiger King’s main source of popularity stems 
from how packed it was with drama between 
two rivals. The show mainly covered topics of 
crime and conspiracies among the roadside zoo 
owners; however, the show received criticism by 
many journalists and those working with animal 
rights organizations due to evidence of animal 
abuse committed by those in charge of the 
roadside zoos and those who were involved with 
the show’s production. 

How Does Tiger King Represent the Importance of 
Animal Rights for Big Cats in Captivity? 

The documentary follows the life of Joe Exotic 
and other key players in the limited series, so it 
technically does not follow the standard recipe 
of an activist documentary that hones in on 
animal rights for big cats. It undermines the 
importance of the animal rights movement for 
the big cats since the main focus is on the zoo 
owners, using the tigers as extra leverage to 
make the show more interesting. In an article 
entitled “Netflix’s Tiger King Aftershow 
Undermines the Series’ Credibility” on Polygon, 
Noel Murray writes that the producers “clearly 
chose to emphasize their characters’ colorful 
eccentricity” rather than focusing on animal 
abuse (Murray, 2020). This shows that the plot 

was the main vocal point than the actual tigers, 
meaning the tigers were only there to give the 
show extra flair. This is evidence on how the 
movement is needed to stop the exploitation of 
animals. 

 However, as Murray pointed out in his 
article, the show also depicted various counts of 
animal cruelty. In episode one, “Not Your 
Average-Joe,” the first example of animal cruelty 
occurs within the first 5 minutes of the episode. 
The filmmaker, Eric Goode, was investigating a 
reptile dealer in South Florida when a snake 
buyer wanted to show Eric something in the 
back of his van: a snow leopard. Goode (Chaiklin 
& Goode, 2020a) recalled that the leopard was in 
the back of the van in 100-degree weather and 
he questioned the safety of the cat, asking if it 
needed refrigeration because of where they are 
native to. By nature, cats like snow leopards are 
indigenous to colder climates of Central Asia 
(Jayasinghe, 2020). By questioning the safety of 
the animal, it is clear that people who buy exotic 
animals do not care for the wellbeing of the 
animals if they are subjecting them to climates 
that they would not be accustomed to in the 
wild. Goode would then question why people 
would keep big cats in this country, which starts 
the story of the Tiger King.  

 Overbreeding for profit is present within 
the show to produce cubs for cub petting. In 
episode 4, “Playing with Fire,” a mother tiger is 
filmed giving birth around the end of the 
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episode. After the cub is born, one of the 
zookeepers takes a hooked pole and pulls the 
newborn tiger cub, careless of the newborn’s 
wellbeing, to the fence. Then Joe Exotic takes it 
away from its mother (Chauklin & Goode, 2020b). 
This is detrimental to both the mother and the 
cub. For cubs, this can affect development due 
to being taken away from their mother too early, 
unable to get the nutrients they need hours after 
they are born (Carolina Tiger Rescue, 2019). Not 
only does the removal of the cub distress the 
mother, but it drives her back into heat to be 
bred again. The reason Exotic began breeding is 
because he needed the money to keep his zoo 
or Carole Baskin was going to take it (Chauklin & 
Goode, 2020b). This shows how the animal rights 
movement is important because the movement 
can stop over breeding and the abuse of tigers 
for profit. 

 Not only is overbreeding harmful to small 
cubs, but the act of cub petting is even more 
harmful. Cub petting is the act of taking young 
cubs from their mothers to entertain guests. 
Carole Baskin of Big Cat Rescue reports that the 
immune systems of cubs used for cub petting 
are drastically lower than normal due to poor 
formula and due to often being woken up for 
photo ops (Baskin, 2018). Not only is their health 
affected, but the life that a cub may live after 
they become too big for cub petting is poor. 
Rodi Rosensweig (2020) reported that Doc Antle 
would send cubs who were too big for cub 
petting to his other substandard facilities or to 
warehouses within his own place in Myrtle 
Beach, SC, and that many of these tigers are 
housed in cramped, reconfigured horse stalls 
with cement floors. If the tigers are not kept this 
way, they are likely euthanized due to them not 
being desired. With the help of the animal rights 
movement, the lives of tigers can be protected 
from abuses like those to which Doc Antle has 
subjected them as well as from the risk of 
euthanasia. 

How have the Humane Society of North America, 
WWF, and PETA Shaped Discourse around Tiger 
King? 

The HSUS, WWF. and PETA, though different in 
their views and how they fight for the 
conservation and protection of animals, all agree 
on one thing: tigers are not meant for 
entertainment. These three groups have 
investigated and exposed past activities of the 
big three: Joe Exotic, Carole Baskin, and “Doc” 
Antle. 

The Humane Society of North America. In the 
light of Tiger King’s airing, the HSUS had 
presented many counts of animal abuse and 
exploitation Joe Exotic and “Doc” Antle were 
involved in. Evidence of breeding and selling 
tigers to abusive handlers have been presented 
by the HSUS. In 2012, Joe Exotic sold two tigers 
to Ryan Easily of ShowMe Tigers and, even 
though the HSUS exposed the abuse of eight 
tigers in his care, “Doc” Antle sent three more 
tigers to Easily in 2018 and 2019 (Rosensweig, 
2020). HSUS has done work to make sure that 
these roadside zoos are exposed to put an end 
to the abuse of tigers, but none prevailed. Kitty 
Block, CEO of HSUS, commented that in 
response to the cycle of overbreeding, cub 
petting, and overpopulation of unwanted tigers 
was “not conservation. No animal deserves that 
life” (Rosensweig, 2020). This is why groups such 
as the HSUS are vital to the animal rights 
movement because they are trying to fight and 
protect the big cats from places that claim they 
conserve the species when they do the 
opposite. 

World Wildlife Fund. The WWF specializes in 
wildlife conservation, including the big cats that 
are subjected to this kind of abuse. In response 
to the airing of Tiger King, the organization 
published an article covering what the 
docuseries failed to cover. The article, “5 Things 
Tiger King Doesn’t Explain About Captive 
Tigers,” written by Leigh Henry, explains that 
captive tigers are a problem in the United States 
because there are 5,000 tigers in captivity while 
approximately 3,900 tigers live in the wild 
(Henry, 2020). This shows that these roadside 
zoos are overbreeding the cats for personal gain 
and do not to help repopulate and conserve 
tigers that are in the world. Supporters of WWF 
called out to the government to enact new laws 
to help protect these tigers. This action, in turn, 
created new rules under the Animal Welfare Act 
to limit when cubs are handled. Even though this 
act is in effect, this does not stop the actions that 
people like Joe Exotic and “Doc” Antle are 
continuing to do.  

People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals. 
PETA has been very active when it comes to the 
narrative of Tiger King. After the airing of the 
series, PETA came out with an article in 
response to Tiger King and Joe Exotic saying that 
they and their supporters “campaigned for years 
to help the animals abused by Joe Exotic” 
(Prater, 2020). Many Twitter posts have been 
shared in response to many of the players 
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involved in the series. One depicted Tim Stark 
holding a bear cub screaming and peeing on 
herself in fear, the following description 
accompanying it: “Animals aren’t the property of 
humans, they are their own individuals and 
should be treated as such” (PETA, 2020). 
However, the only positive light they bring to 
Tiger King is their support for Carole Baskin. 
Carole Baskin is portrayed as a hippie tiger lover 
in Tampa, Florida, who runs a tiger sanctuary. An 
article by Lauren Anderson entitled “‘Tiger King’: 
PETA Lawyer Defends Carole Baskin and Big Cat 
Rescue” describes how PETA stands with Carole 
Baskin due to her “running a reputable 
operation” at Big Cat Rescue (Anderson, 2020). 
PETA may also be on Baskin’s side due to her 
constant battle with Exotic, trying to take control 
of his zoo. This is even stated in the episode, 
“Playing with Fire” in the series because, if Joe 
Exotic did not breed his tigers to turn money, 
Baskin would take his zoo (Chauklin & Goode, 
2020b). Although Carole was misrepresented in 
the docuseries, PETA continues to stand with the 

Florida native and her big cat sanctuary, an 
example of how zoos should treat their animals. 

Common Ground among the Organizations All 
of these groups have one thing in common: 
supporting the Big Cat Public Safety Act. All 
three of the organizations have made efforts in 
boosting the passage of this law. The WWF’s 
website hosts a form that allows people to send 
a blurb to their congresspeople on why the act 
should be passed (WWF, 2020). Members of the 
HSUS have become involved and explained why 
the passing of the bill is important. Kitty Block 
and Sara Amundson write that this bill “would 
ban the possession of big cat species like tigers 
and lions by unqualified people and end their 
harmful practices” (Block and Amundson, 2020). 
PETA, like WWF and HSUS, have had many 
supporters backing up the passing of the act. 
Filmmaker Gabriela Cowperthwaite, best known 
for directing the 2013 documentary on 
SeaWorld, Blackfin, believes that documentaries 
can be a powerful force for change through 
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action or entertaining, stating that Tiger King and 
its audience can do that (Mahadevan, 2020). This 
is because of how prominent the topic of Tiger 
King has become in conversation. By discussing 
the show and bringing awareness to how the 
tigers are abused, action can be launched by 
signing the bill to pass the act. Many big actors, 
including Joaquin Phoenix, one of PETA’s 
ambassadors, and Ian Somerhalder, have 
already signed petitions to pass the federal bill 
(Mahadevan, 2020). 

CONCLUSION 

The importance of the animal rights movement 
is amplified by Tiger King and the negative 
feedback it has garnered from animal rights 
organizations. The animal rights movement 
began to protect animals treated inhumanely in 
research labs and commercial dairy and meat 
farms. This soon turned to the protection of 
wildlife and birds, including big cats. The 
production of Tiger King would only shed light 
on big cat abuses, using a crime plot as 
entertainment to expose how tigers were 
treated in the series. Many of the animal rights 
organizations involved before the show aired 
took it as the opportunity to promote an act that 
was introduced to congress in late 2019 that has 
not yet advanced very far. This act would protect 
big cats in private owned roadside zoos and 
those held as pets. Tiger King, a hot topic for 
conversation, pushed the abuse of big cats onto 
the agenda to pass a very vital federal bill to 
protect poorly treated felines. The fight to 
protect big cats continues, the voiceless beings 
of planet Earth. ❖ 
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