Exhibitors, Ethics, and Exploitation: The enforcement of exhibitor licenses on social media

platforms

Bio

Taylor Waters, Animal Law LLM Candidate, Lewis & Clark Law School, Ambassador
Award Scholarship. Taylor Waters graduated Magna Cum Laude from Michigan State
University College of Law, where she was the Editor-in-Chief of the Journal of Animal and
Natural Resource Law. Her paper, Passenger Pigeons: the de-extinction and reintroduction of a
bird, was published the following year. Her particular areas of research focus on ethics and moral

philosophy within the animal advocacy movement and between the human-animal relationship.

Abstract

This paper examines the human need to observe animals in increasingly artificial
environments, often to the detriment and exploitation of the subjects. The rise of “viral” media
sharing on YouTube and Tiktok has taken animal exhibitionism into an unruly and seldom
legally enforced digital landscape wherein animals are abused on a massive and lucrative scale.
This paper explores the ethics of exhibiting animals, how technology and ad revenue have
impacted the economy of animal exhibitions, and a comparative look at the laws meant to protect

exhibited animals.
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I.  Ethics of Exhibiting Animals

Animal advocates have long scrutinized large-scale exhibitions of animals for profit. The

ethics of keeping wild animals in unnatural environments has become a mainstream concern.
SeaWorld alleges it will no longer breed orcas; elephants and primates are frequent plaintiffs in
the battle for rights.



A. Space and Place of Animals in Entertainment: Roman Lions, San Diego
dolphins, internet Lorises.

Animals in entertainment is historically a masculine power-hungry affair. Romans
popularized what we think of as modern animal use in entertainment: fighting or racing.*
Romans used “exotic wild animals were paraded before the public not just for the sheer spectacle
but also to play an active role in the games as either the hunted or the hunter.”? The killing of
animals en masse also entertained the masses, with Titus slaughtering 9,000 animals for the
Colosseum’s inauguration. Not to be outdone, Trajan had 11,000 animals killed in the arena to
celebrate a military victory.> Human bloodshed wasn’t enough; animals also needed to pay the
price for human bloodsports. Over time bestiaries turned into zoos, arenas, to circuses. The
cruelty involved in zoos* and circuses® has been well-explored elsewhere.

But then screens emerged, got smaller, and now millions of people can watch whatever
they want on a screen in their hand at any moment. So too, the type of content changed and how
people consumed it. It’s personal now. Just the viewer and whatever they’re watching.
Algorithmically designed just for us.

Whatever the historical context and motivations for animal entertainment, the current
model of humans watching animals from small hand-held screens appears primarily motivated
by “cute” animals in human settings rather than the power-hungry res publica or sweat-soaked
Sea World spectator.

B. Infantilizing animals as a means of entertainment and engagement

Animals used in entertainment, particularly on social media, are infantilized and
anthropomorphized to their detriment. Rather than using anthropomorphizing to understand the
experiences of the animal or correlating our own needs and wants to consider what a nonhuman
may need or want, infantilizing animals leads to anthropomorphism far more insidious: animals

are permanent ‘babies’ who need humans and must sing for their supper.
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Amelia Lewis explains in her paper, “Infantilizing Companion Animals through
Attachment Theory: Why Shift to Behavioral Ecology-Based Paradigms for Welfare,” that as
attachment theory is applied to human-companion animal relationships, it has had a detrimental
impact on the lives of those animals.® Instead of allowing companion animals to be mature-
grown, humans may perpetually treat adult animals as human dependants.” She proposes that
such things as “separation anxiety” are not the result of mature adult dog behavior but rather an
over-dependence fueled by the guardian’s infantilized relationship.® Instead of seeing companion
animals as evergreen babes, we should perceive adult companion animals as socially and
emotionally mature individuals, focusing on the behavioral ecology and cognition of companion
animals.®

In the animal exhibition industry, the animals we infantilize the most also tend to be the
most exhibited and abused. Take pandas. A familiar fable about pandas is that they are precious
giant babies, terrible at sex, and need us for their survival. Humans tend to view pandas as
“wobbly little toddlers” with “babylike features” that “trigger the reward centers in our brain to
want to nurture them.” Because of that, as Zoologist Lucy Cooke explains, “[w]e don’t think of
them as bears.’® We think of them as helpless evolutionary mishaps that can’t survive without
our help.”* Dr. Cookearguese that with so much conservation centered on captive breeding
efforts in China and micromanaging their lives, the insinuation is that pandas cannot survive
without us and, perhaps more perversely, without our constant watching.?

Animals exhibited on social media, the most population exhibitors and animal
personalities tend to be heavily infantilized, or the subject matter is a heavily anthropomorphized
“story.” Worse, memes and social media actively encourage infantilizing animals as a method of
connection and entertainment. Facebook ads saying things like, “Pets are like infants that never
grow up,” and videos of dogs or cats in silly outfits for laughs, talking or scolding animals as

though they are children, creates a power position wherein exhibitors know they can exploit
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infantilized content for likes and subscribes and further reinforces the construct that animals do
not have an identity outside of their relationship to humans. If animals are our babies who never
grow up, it validates an exploitative dependency-based lens.

This destructive dependency-based lens supports the reproductive exploitation of
animals, which in turn supports animal trafficking, puppy mill breeders, and medically disastrous
breeding standards. These tributary industries feed into animal exhibitionism, where most
abusive exhibitors are contributors or benefactors. If the tributary industries of infantilizing
animal feed into a river, it’s the river of ad-based revenue.

C. Exploitative ends and means of exhibiting animals

In Act I, Scene VI of Romeo and Juliet, the Friar attempts to caution Romeo on the
destructive power of loving something violently. “These violent delights have violent ends And
in their triumph die, like fire and powder...” he continues a few verses down, “Therefore love
moderately.”® The friar is encouraging moderation in love. So too, in Of Mice and Men, George
spends much of the book cautioning Lennie to be gentle with animals they encounter.'* Lennie
does not understand his strength, and in his love for a small puppy, he unintentionally Kills it,
and later a rabbit. The instances of Lennie’s love getting away from his strength demonstrate not
just his innocence but also his longing for companionship and his tragic inability to control his
actions, leading to unintended harm. It’s hard to understand the negative impacts on the animals
we consume via internet content because, like Lennie, it’s hard to see the entire context of
suffering being supported.

Like Lennie, many consumers of animal exhibition content are seeking some sort of
connection and companionship. When | was a young child, I was obsessed with orcas. | could
recite Free Willy by heart and name almost every Southern Resident Orca. One year my parents
bought me a “dinner with Shamu” for my birthday, and I remember thinking that the orcas would
look at me and instantly know | was a kindred soul. They will see that | am special; all | need is
eye contact with one of them to establish this bond. It was a silly childlike belief, and the reality
of what | saw hit me hard and changed my life in unexpected ways. | saw the cement bowl they
were forced into while we ate overpriced, overfished food. | saw their bellies bear the world's
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weight as they were told to thrust themselves out of the water so we could get a good look at
them. So we could get a good look at them. I didn’t feel a connection; I felt ashamed. I asked my
dad about it later that night, about their bodies in the sun and the bow! in which they lived. He
felt ashamed too. It was the start of conversations with my dad about our relationship with
animals in our world and the human drive to witness their lives in an artificial environment.

The animal exhibition industry is a significant driver of animal trafficking. Through the
Netflix documentary Tiger King, the public became aware of the insidious realm of “tiger
petting” and the horrors tiger cubs experience before meeting untimely ends. So too, has light
been shined on the horrors of roadside zoos by the Animal Legal Defense Fund and other
organizations. For example, Jason Clay is a notorious captive wildlife exhibitor who owned
roadside zoos in Texas.!® Clay was permitted to continue to exhibit nearly 700 animals in his
roadside zoos despite dozens of documented Animal Welfare Act (‘AWA”) violations.’ Before
Clay tried his hand at abusing animals in his roadside zoos, he was a trafficker.'® Clay trafficked
endangered animals and admitted buying them to breed and sell them.!® Jason Clay is one
example of many links between animal trafficking, exhibiting, and breeding. These industries are
dependent upon one another to survive, and the abusers move fluidly between these streams of
revenue.

If Clay is a small-time animal exploiter, then Jack Hanna hit it big. Jack Hanna was
famous for bringing baby animals on news shows throughout his career with little question of
what happened to them when the lights turned off and the claws and teeth grew long. As it turned
out, Hanna was merely a charismatic front for big cats and exotic animal trafficking.?’ Hanna
was so supportive of Sea World when the rest of the public turned on the idea of orcas in

captivity.?! Hanna supported the Zanesville animal massacre.?? Hanna conveniently resigned
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when his abuses came to light without answering for the hundreds of animals he funneled in
roadside zoos and other violent ends.?

Like Lennie petting a rabbit, zoos that are either roadside hellscapes or “accredited”
derive their revenue from people who do not understand the context of their “love” for animals
and the industries they support. Like Romeo, humans' love for zoos is destructive and without
moderation. It is not mature and conscientious of the ramifications caused by loving too hard —
too superficially.

Il.  Exhibiting Animals from Home

Animal exhibitors who use social media and other online platforms to share videos and
photos of their animals and generate revenue via ads and subscriptions rarely comply with
relevant licensing requirements to exhibit their animals. It can be a horrific den of exploitation
and abuse.

As society moved inside during the Covid-19 pandemic, so did our forms of
entertainment. Tiktok’s user base experienced significant growth during the pandemic as people
began spending more time at home and seeking entertainment and connection through digital
platforms. The platform saw a surge of new users and increased usage among existing users.
Animal personalities were well-known and viral during this period, but only a fraction of those
exhibitors were licensed to exhibit their animals for profit. One study found that social media
permits a direct feed into unregulated exotic animal content, which influences user attitudes and
access to trafficked animals in impossible ways in a pre-social media environment.?*

The pandemic and technological trends created a limitless wild west of animal exhibition,
abuse, and exploitation wherein laws are unenforceable due to resource demands.

A. The Rise & Ramifications of YouTube Animal Exploitation

A recent study found that YouTube is a significant driver in promoting the exotic pet
trade and, thus, the trafficking of wild animals.?® Exotic animals are those without a history of
domestication or life in captivity and are traditionally excluded from the definition of

“companion animals.”?® The trade and market of exotic species is a global exploitation of
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numerous species, which includes “popular” species, including primates and big cats.?” The
pressures caused by the exotic pet trade devastate wild populations of animals and are an
increasing threat to “biodiversity, animal welfare, and public health.”?® This paper attempts to
understand whether YouTube exhibiting drives the illegal trafficking of exotic animals.

One of the ways the YouTube study determined whether the platform encouraged or
enabled access to the animal trafficking industry is via the engagement users have on videos that
feature exhibited and trafficked animals.?® Videos that featured the exhibition of primates and big
cats had the most “positive” sentiment from users who engaged with those videos.*® The
interactions in the videos usually featured behaviors that normalized the keeping of exotic
animals in captivity or homes. Notably, the word “cute” appeared most often in comments. Cute
is an adjective commonly used to infantilize the subject. Indeed, the study found that the “cute
factor” substantially enhances the desirability and the likelihood of a consumer acquiring an
exotic pet and that “cute” animal videos have been an integral part of YouTube since its
inception — the first video ever posted to the platform featured exotic animals.!

The paper points out that a considerable amount of published content remains
unregulated due to poorly established policies and limited enforcement, which is
“disproportionate to the volume of data uploaded.®? Though YouTube acts as a direct line of
exotic animal content to users, there are simply too many content creators and videos to regulate
adequately. With no incentive to do so, the content remains. The normalization of “owning”
exotic animals thrives.

B. TikTok Takeover

Tiktok either has or will overthrow YouTube in average watch time in the United States
and the United Kingdom.* Though YouTube retains greater overall time spent, it does not beat
TikTok in time spent per user.3* So YouTube has a larger user base, but people spend far more

viewing time on TikTok. Further, most influencers engage in “cross-posting,” wherein they share

27 |bid.

28 |bid.

29 |bid, 2.

30 Ipig, 3.

31 |bid, 9.

32 |bid, 2.

33 BBC 2021.
34 Ibid.



the same or similar content across multiple platforms.®® So, one influencer (in the context of this
paper, animal exhibitors) likely have accounts on YouTube, Tiktok, Instagram, and additional
platforms.

Tiktok and YouTube are battling to the bottom in the race to normalize animal
exploitation and exotic animal “ownership.” But it doesn’t have to be that way, and artificial
intelligence (“Al”) systems coupled with media literacy can sway both the public and the
platforms. “Wildbook™ is an Al system that can detect whether videos are displaying exotic
animals,® and the platforms can then either obscure the videos, similar to content warnings, or
implement pop-ups that make users aware the videos they are supporting also support the illegal
exotic animal trade and other harmful exploitative industries. Platforms can also strengthen their
policies that flag exotic animal content more broadly for further review and remove any videos
with free handling of exotic animals, unlicensed exhibitors, and otherwise illegal conduct in the
country where the video is captured.®’

C. A Lucrative Wild West for Exhibiting Exotic and Domesticated Animals

Tiktok and Youtube incentivize creators to create as much content as possible as fast as
possible,® and few things garner as many views as “cute” animals. Beyond the tens of thousands
of dollars individual exhibitors can earn per video, the platforms are raking in millions of dollars
from “horrific animal cruelty videos.”*® Jane Dalton ran a story discussing an investigation into
the lucrative industry of animal exhibiting on social media platforms and found that in just three
months, YouTube may have earned around $12 million from sharing animal cruelty content,
with the creators earning a cool $15 million aggregate.*° Dalton is discussing the Social Mediate
Animal Cruelty Coalition (“SMACC”) report issued by Asia for Animals Coalition.** The
SMACC report found that in only 13 months, the researchers found an astounding 5,480 videos

on social media platforms promoting animal cruelty.*? A staggering 89.2% of offending content
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was found on YouTube, which may only indicate that it is easier to find on YouTube rather than
YouTube housing a disproportionate amount of cruel content.*3

The SMACC report found that advertisements were embedded in cruel content that has
been monetized. Most of the content was considered “obvious and intentional** cruelty at
77.5% involving birds, companion animals, wildlife, reptiles and snakes, and primates.

Many of the horrors discussed in the SMACC report involve infantilized primates dressed
up in human or children’s clothing and doing “human” tasks. These can include withholding
“bottles” from baby macaques, forcing a chimpanzee to spray disinfectant while dressed up, or a
“pet” macaque being punished for breaking a bowl, forcing him to stand straight against a wall
while dressed in doll clothing.*® The instance of the macaque being punished was viewed
551,882 times when the report was compiled.*®

The SMACC Report found repeated footage of individual wild animals kept as pets and
repeatedly abused on camera.

Alan Knight of International Animal Rescue alleges that it is the moral responsibility of
the platforms to crack down on the content showing animals forced to suffer for human
entertainment and financial gain.*’ Private corporations have the power to remove the videos.
Instead, YouTube, TikTok, and Facebook continue to allow — and profit from — horrific and
numerous instances of animal cruelty.

I1l.  Comparative Laws & Licensures for Exhibiting Animals

Most major countries have laws surrounding the proper licensure and requirements to
exhibit animals for profit. A brief review of the exhibitor licensing laws in the United States,
England, and China follow. Enforcement remains a problem in all sovereigns with either too few
resources to enforce the laws, or laws with insufficient “teeth” to adequately address the abuses
occurring in content generated in their territory. England appears to have the strongest laws and

most means of enforcement. Where the United States has applicable laws, they are not enforced
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against social media content creators. In China, an lack of cruelty law and interest by law
enforcement stifles and protection for animals used in internet content creation.
A. The United States

The main federal law regulating animal exhibition is the Animal Welfare Act (AWA).
The Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS), a part of the United States
Department of Agriculture (USDA), enforces the AWA.* Though anyone who exhibits a certain
number of animals for profit must have a license, few content creators without an exhibitor
license outside their social media content creation revenue streams do. Worse still, APHIS does
not enforce the AWA against content creators.

Under the Animal Welfare Act, individuals or entities that exhibit animals for
compensation, including circuses, zoos, wildlife sanctuaries, and other similar establishments,
must obtain a license from the USDA.*® The licensing process involves meeting certain standards
of care and facilities to ensure the welfare and well-being of the exhibited animals. Licensees
must comply with housing, feeding, veterinarian care, handling, transportation, and record-
keeping regulations.>® Additionally, the AWA sets forth specific requirements for treating
animals used in exhibitions, including humane handling, transport, and public safety provisions.
USDA inspectors conduct inspections to monitor compliance with the regulations.>*

On January 9, 2023, APHIS proposed a rule for public comment on its plan to strengthen
regulations regarding handling wild and exotic animals for the exhibition and training of those
who handle wild and exotic animals.>? The changes APHIS was considering “would help ensure
the humane handling and treatment of exhibited animals, as well as the health and well-being of
all animals covered under the Animal Welfare Act.”>® Among APHIS’s stated concerns was that
there should be greater regulatory clarity on what “adequate experience and knowledge” means
and “sufficient distance and/or barriers between the animal and the general viewing public.”**

APHIS also wanted an amendment for the environmental enrichment provided to non-human
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primates.* The proposed rule focuses almost entirely on exhibitors who allow direct contact with
the wild animals and enrichment for primates. APHIS appears to be ignoring the fact that
millions of dollars are being made in an industry where it is required to regulate and enforce
licensing requirements by law.

Indeed, the U.S. Department of Agriculture is inconsistent in its enforcement of the AWA
and “uses programs such as Teachable Moments . . . to avoid issuing citations.”®® The Teachable
Moments program was designed to assist exhibitors with mild noncompliances that do not cause
pain or distress to an animal.>” However, “teachable moments” are not cited in the inspection
report, and a brief look at some Teachable Moments indicates that the “moments” may be cruelty
and trafficking.%® For example, acquisition record deficiencies, sanitation issues, fencing, and
facility disrepairs. The inspectors have carte blanche to determine what is a “teachable moment”
and what is a violation worthy of citing.>® As with any human endeavor, personal and
professional biases are the crayons with which inspectors color their reports.

In early 2022, the Animal Legal Defense Fund filed a lawsuit against the U.S.
Department of Agriculture (“USDA”)’s enforcement arm, the Animal and Plant Health
Inspection Service (“APHIS”), to demand it enforce the Animal Welfare Act (“AWA”) against
social media content creators.®® The Animal Legal Defense Fund’s complaint calls out particular
and prolific animal abusers nationwide who earn a high income via ad revenue.®* The complaint
specifically asks APHIS to prohibit the content creators from exhibiting animals until they
receive their AWA licenses and comply with the minimum standards outlined in the Animal
Welfare Standards (“AWS”).

The Animal Legal Defense Fund discusses specific content creators Jacob Feder, Rico

Exotic, CatALeah, and Taylor Nicole Dean, who have each amassed “between 1.5 million to 2.5
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million followers and subscribers on their largest social media accounts.”®? The Animal Legal
Defense Fund found that each exhibitor named was earning money from either putting or
neglecting animals in “dangerous conditions.”®® Some examples include fake rescues, dead or
dying animals, intentionally scaring animals, fighting or animals acting in aggressive ways, and
intentionally distressing newborn animals.®* Former Executive Director of the Animal Legal
Defense Fund declared, “With every technological development, a new form of animal
exploitation emerges — and social media is no different.” The Animal Legal Defense Fund is
urging APHIS to adapt to the changing technology and enforce the laws as written.

When APHIS is seemingly incapable of uniformly enforcing its laws to protect animals
in direct contact with the public, how could it be expected to protect what happens behind closed
doors?

B. England

England’s laws are far more specific than those of the United States and explicitly
enumerate digital content exhibition as an activity that must be licensed and comply with the
other relevant protective measures.

In England, the licensing of animal exhibits is governed by the Animal Welfare
(Licensing of Activities Involving Animals) (England) Regulations 2018.%° This legislation
covers a range of activities involving animals, including exhibitions or displays.®® Animal
exhibitors in England must obtain a license from the local authority where the exhibition
occurs.®” The license application process involves meeting specific animal welfare, care,
facilities, and veterinary provision criteria.% Part 6 governs “Keeping or training animals for
exhibition” and states:

10. Keeping or training animals for exhibition in the course of a business
for educational or entertainment purposes— (a)to any audience attending in

person, or (b)by the recording of visual images of them by any form of
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technology that enables the display of such images. 11. The activity described

in paragraph 10 does not include— (a)keeping or training animals solely for

military, police or sporting purposes, (b)any activity permitted under a licence to

operate a travelling circus under the Welfare of Wild Animals in Travelling

Circuses (England) Regulations 2012(19), or (c)any activity permitted under a

licence for a zoo under the Zoo Licensing Act 1981(20) (emphasis added).5°

English law explicitly includes digital content within its exhibition law. In
contrast, the United States law does not explicitly include technological advancements
and instead focuses only on the economic profit from the animal exhibit. The English law
continues in Schedule 2 with various protective measures to prevent harm and distress to
the animals who may be part of a licensed activity.™

England has a long history of supporting animal welfare laws and fairly consistent
enforcement.” England enacted the world’s first national animal cruelty law, Martin’s Act, and
two years later, the Society for Prevention of Cruelty to Animals was founded.’ Local
authorities are largely responsible for licensing animal exhibitors and enforcing the laws against
them.”® Different authorities manage legal imports and transportation welfare, which largely falls
to County Council or Unitary Authorities.” The Royal Society for Prevention of Cruelty to
Animals (“RSPCA”) handles most cruelty and wildlife cases.” Each enforcement branch “has a
slightly different role, responsibility, and standing in the criminal justice sphere.”’® Perhaps more
importantly for enforcement of cruelty laws, England’s Welfare Act authorizes that any
individual or body can prosecute for a welfare breach, and in recent years “a small number of
prosecutions [have been] carried out by other animal welfare organizations.”’’

Though the government has not made animal welfare a policing priority, the opportunity
for other privately funded organizations to enforce cruel conduct is empowering and a vital step
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in broad enforcement of licensing and cruelty law. Given this empowerment, England allows law
enforcement to support, assist, and promote private prosecution of cruel conduct wherever it
happens, even on content created in England but distributed via the Internet.

C. China

China's Wildlife Protection Law, enacted in 1988 and revised in 2016, governs the
protection and management of wildlife resources.”® It includes provisions for the exhibition of
wildlife species and sets requirements for obtaining permits, protecting endangered species, and
ensuring the welfare and well-being of exhibited animals.™

Also at play are Regulations on the Management of Terrestrial Wildlife in Captivity,
issued by the State Forestry and Grassland Administration in 2019, which provide guidelines for
the management and regulation of terrestrial wildlife held in captivity, including those kept for
exhibition purposes. They cover aspects such as the licensing of facilities, animal welfare, and
health monitoring, and record-keeping. Regulations on the Management of Public Welfare
Exhibitions issued by the Ministry of Civil Affairs in 2007 govern the management of public
welfare exhibitions, including those involving animals. They outline the licensing requirements,
supervision, and administration of public welfare exhibitions, ensuring the proper care and
treatment of exhibited animals.

In response to the hypothesis that the Covid-19 pandemic may have originated in a wet
market or with other contact with terrestrial wildlife, China introduced a complete ban on
consuming terrestrial wildlife, whether bred or hunted.®’ And though wildlife species under state
protection are generally not legally hunted, exceptions exist, and exhibition is one of them.®!

Even more recently than the Covid-19 pandemic, at the end of 2022, China revised its
Wildlife Protection Law (“WPL”), effective May 1, 2023, to be stronger at preventing wildlife
crime — particularly trade enabled by the internet.®? The amended law places additional burdens
on internet platforms to prevent wildlife crime and strengthen platform regulation, in addition to
the previous prohibition of providing space for the illegal buying and selling of wildlife products.

The revised law includes “displaying” to “provide clearer legal ground for strengthened
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regulation and enforcement.®® Detailed implementation measures have not yet been developed,
and at the time of this writing, the law has only been active for less than a month.®* As such, this
law's enforcement power or potential is impossible to measure.

Despite the facial strength of some laws, China does not have a broad animal cruelty law,
and animal torture is frequently filmed and shared on online platforms like “QQ.”% A man in
Suzhou allegedly filmed himself torturing cats and shared them to a chat group of other
anonymous users. He admitted to the group that he would adopt a kitten to torture and stream the
torture to the group. Though the volunteers attempted to get the police involved, the police were
unwilling to do so. QQ is home to dozens of users “gleefully” sharing videos of themselves
torturing cats by feeding them acid, burning them alive, or throwing them off buildings. Where
municipalities do have cruelty laws, they are not well enforced. While speaking to Vice, Peter Li
stated, “Officials do not take animal cruelty seriously unless the act also directly impacts public
health, public safety, or economic interests.” A Chinese news outlet, Legal Daily, found a
flourishing underground market where abusers were paid for producing clips or live-streaming
violence.®

China accounts for nearly 80% of Tiktok’s revenue,®” while YouTube remains
inaccessible from mainland China.® With no comprehensive animal cruelty law or small-time
exhibitor oversight, animal abuse content is a relentless, unregulated, and unenforced hellscape
where cats bear the brunt of horrific abuses.

IV. Bearing Reality

“Go, go, go said the bird: humankind Cannot bear very much reality.”8®

The popularity of exotic animal videos is difficult to explain. Still, the demand for animal
content drives creators to exploit more animals for profit, feeding several violent machines. First,
the content creators share their earnings with the platforms in a multi-million dollar industry of

abuse and exploitation. But perhaps more troublingly, the exotic animal content and their
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creators feed a system of illegal, violent, and bio-diversity devastating tributary industries. By
normalizing the keeping of exotic animals, lay people may seek out acquiring exotic animals
from dubious origins.®® Content creators are often breeders and sellers of numerous wild animals
and may actively engage in illegal or cruel wildlife trafficking. The breeding and continuous
selling of exotic animals feeds additional content creators, and the ouroboros of exploiting
animals via exhibition and trafficking continues.

Social media corporations fail to police cruel content on their platforms adequately, yet
earn the dollars those videos rake in. Governments fail to adequately enforce what meager laws
exist to protect animals exhibited for human consumption, yet earn the tax dollars the videos earn
from their creators and purveyors. Viewers fail to report or recognize cruelty when they see it
and thus permit its continued visual consumption. Viewers devour cruelty while attempting to
feel some sort of connection. Governments, platforms, and viewers must do better. Governments
must enforce their laws against the technology as it currently exists and will adapt in the future.
Platforms must strengthen reporting and algorithmic understanding of cruelty contact and
permanently ban creators who peddle exotic animal content. Viewers must report all cruel
content and develop media literacy to better understand what they see.

“Dying to Entertain You [Us]” was a popular catchphrase regarding orcas in captivity,
but it got it wrong. They are not dying to entertain us. They’re dying for that reward center of our
brain that likes big-eyed, big-eared animals in children’s clothes. They’re dying for profit and
loneliness. They are dying because we are a lonely species who depend on content to feel a little
less alone in a shared experience of watching a short clip of a “cute” animal.

They are dying because humans cannot bear very much reality.
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