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			For my daughters

		

	
		
			Our deeds still travel with us from afar,

			And what we have been makes us what we are.

			George Eliot, Middlemarch
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			There was an old woman who lived in a shoe.

			She had so many children, she didn’t know what to do.

			Mother Goose

		

	
		
			Introduction
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			A dark cell of my own making: That’s what the early days of parenthood sometimes felt like. The walls separating me from the outside, from my prior life as a social creature with friends and community, were paper-thin. I could still hear the rest of the world out there, going on as usual. But within my cell, I was changed.

			This new version of myself could focus only on my daughter. I fed her, I cleaned her, I made sure she was safe. Sleep was scarce. I took furtive breaks to feed myself, then returned to my baby. Grasping her mandibles in my own, I regurgitated meat into her pulsating, larval body and—

			Wait. I’m so sorry; that wasn’t me. I was thinking of a wasp.

			Sometimes I get mixed up because I still don’t get enough sleep. What can I say? I have kids.

			As a science journalist, I became more interested in the biology of parents and children after having my first baby. When we look at how different creatures take care of their young, the wall between humans and the rest of the animals reveals itself to be flimsy at best, constructed of little more than words.

			The similarities between us and other species can be unsteadying, much like parenting itself. If so many people have done it before you, and are doing it right now—if so many animals are doing it without books or apps or advice to heed—why is it the hardest thing you’ve ever done? To me it felt sort of like my husband and I had reached a destination we’d heard a lot about, only to find it so wild and inhospitable that we couldn’t believe people came here voluntarily, never mind repeatedly. Did we take the wrong flight?

			But maybe looking more closely at those animal parents could teach me something about where (and who) I was, now. What company did my little family have on this wild island? And what were they trying to tell us?

			Some of these parenting creatures were familiar or even mundane. A robin stuffing food into a nestling’s beak; a bat with a baby clinging to her fur. Yet on further examination they became incredible.

			Take that bat.

			In one species, the Egyptian fruit bat, a mother keeps lugging her pup around until it weighs as much as 40 percent of what she does. (Imagine never leaving the house without a second grader hanging from your neck.) Whenever the mom flies out from her cave at night, ready to search for food, she first carries the pup to a tree and leaves it there. She uses one or a few trees as baby-holders, stashing her pup in the same branches night after night, and checking back periodically to nurse and maybe cuddle. As the pup grows heavier, the mom chooses stashing spots closer to home.

			When the pup is old enough to fly out of the cave on its own, the first place it flies to is one of these same trees. It already knows its way around. Its mother has helped it to build a mental map of its surroundings, and to learn the skill of navigation, by escorting her baby again and again through the dark night.

			The knowledge the mother nurtures is profound, and critically important for her pup’s survival. But caring for children often means experiencing a profound moment alongside one that’s, say, painful and degrading. Do you know how the baby bat holds on to its mother while she’s flying? It uses its two feet to grasp her belly fur, and clamps its sharp teeth around her nipple. When researchers pry an Egyptian fruit bat pup from its mother’s chest, they sometimes find blood.

			Like other animal parents, I’m sure I’ve seemed unremarkable or even annoying at times. I’ve jogged on a public path with a stroller whose occupant was screaming bloody murder. I’ve crashed into things with my giant bag of wet wipes and snacks. I’ve stood over a small person who has flung herself to the sidewalk in protest and is refusing to get up. My family and I have, without doubt, made people regret their choice of subway car.

			In these moments, some strangers’ gazes skim right past like we’re a bit of unsightly trash on the ground, or like they’re embarrassed for us. But other people, maybe those with their own families in tow, meet our eyes. They might give a little wave into the stroller. They’ll retrieve a thrown sock. They share a sympathetic grimace, or even a “Been there.”

			The same feeling of fellowship arises in me toward other parenting species. When I learned, for example, about the bat mom trying to give her pup crucial flying lessons while it traumatizes her body, I gave her an internal nod. Been there! Minus the flying and the echolocating.

			Some animal parents have made me feel not just familiarity, but a twinge of jealousy. What looked like a mother robin feeding her babies in a nest on our neighbors’ balcony, I learned, was just as likely to be a robin dad. That’s because the vast majority of bird species have mastered a skill that challenges humans: co-parenting. (However, I do not aspire to keep my nest clean, as the robins do, by carrying away little bundles of baby excrement in my mouth.)

			Caring for young ones is exhausting and often gross. That’s true whether you’re a species that does it on the fly or sitting in your bed, holding a napping baby and gradually realizing the dampness on your stomach is someone’s bodily fluid. Amy Toth, who studies the biology and social behavior of insects at Iowa State University, tells me that when she had her own kids, she especially sympathized with nurse bees. These honeybees, specialized for round-the-clock care of larvae in their hive, lack circadian rhythms. Other bees rest at night and fly out to do their work while the sun is shining. But nurse bees have to catch naps whenever they’re not feeding little mouths.

			Once you start looking, you’ll find committed caretakers everywhere in the animal kingdom, holding up uncanny mirrors to the human experience and the puzzle of why and how we’ve evolved to pour our resources into our children.

			In grasslands and gardens around the world, you can find mother nursery-web spiders, who carry their egg sacs in their fangs until their spiderlings are almost ready to hatch. Then the mother builds a silk tent, places the sac inside, and stands guard over it.

			In cold northern Asia, you may find a Campbell’s hamster father acting as a midwife while his partner gives birth, then licking his pink newborn pup to clear its airways.

			On seashores, you’ll see healthy bird parents running or lurching along the ground with one or both wings held out awkwardly, as if broken. They’re feigning injury to lure a predator away from their nest.

			Peering backward in time into the jungles of Tanzania in the 1960s, you might find Jane Goodall, a rising primate scientist and young mother. Watching the chimpanzee moms with their hairy infants, Goodall and her husband resolve to parent their own baby like a chimp would—with “a great deal of physical contact, affection, and play.” The baby (nicknamed Grub) breastfeeds for a year, highly unusual in Goodall’s home country of England at the time.

			Like the young Goodall, all of us who witness the private moments of parenting animals may start to wonder what these creatures are telling us about ourselves. Why am I doing this tending, this protecting, this bleeding? Is it too much? Is it enough? Have I become a different person, or is this who I always was?

			What’s missing? Is there a better way?

			Scientists who study the biology of caretaking creatures, including humans, have similar questions. They want to know why—when the majority of the world’s species simply mate, deposit their eggs somewhere, and move along—some of us subject ourselves to the sidewalk tantrums and the poop sacs in the first place. They’re peering into human brains and villages and living rooms to learn what it means to be a caring animal. Conversely, they’re finding out what chasing animals through the wild and measuring their hormones in a lab can teach us about humanity.

			In other words: What are all of us doing here?

			

			—

			In the spring of 2007, scientists who were using a robotic submarine to explore the deep sea off the California coast spotted a lone purple octopus. They recognized this octopus from her distinctive scars, having seen her just the previous month. Today, she was resting on a nearly vertical rock face, her body curled over more than 150 eggs.

			This gave the scientists a rare opportunity to study parental care in a deep-sea octopus species. In general, octopuses and other cephalopods live for only a year, maybe two. After the females mate and lay eggs, they commit themselves entirely to protecting their brood. Coastal octopuses may tuck their eggs into a rocky den; mothers who live in the open ocean simply make a den out of their arms.

			The mother stops eating. She cleans the eggs, shoots jets of water across them, and fends off other animals. She wastes away as the eggs grow. As soon as the baby octopuses hatch, the mother dies.

			So the team observing the octopus near California knew they were about to witness her death. Over the following months, they periodically sent their submersible back to check on her.

			As they expected, she didn’t seem to be eating anything or budging from her post. Her violet skin paled and slackened; her eyes clouded. She became a nearly white ghost haunting the rock face. And the baby octopuses in their egg cases were a little larger each time the scientists checked. Their eyes slowly grew visible, two dark dots peering out from inside each translucent egg case. Finally, the submersible returned one day to find the eggs empty and all of the octopuses, including the mother, gone.

			It was nearly four and a half years after she had laid her brood.

			The feat was unprecedented among octopuses. In shallow water, where scientists have had more chances to spy on them, octopus mothers tend their eggs for a few months or less.

			It was also unprecedented among animals generally. The longest typical egg incubations, which are among kiwis and some albatross species, last about 11 weeks. Elephant pregnancies last up to 22 months (and I thought I was ready for a cocktail). There are salamanders who carry their developing young inside their bodies for three years or more. They can eat meals, though.

			Scientists speculated that a slow metabolism and the frigidity of the water may have combined to keep the octopus mother alive. Unfed, she waited 53 months—230 long weeks in the dark—until her work was done.

			It’s tempting to imagine her as a martyr, a paragon of motherly love. But behind every astonishing act of parental care, as well as every clutch of eggs that’s simply tucked under a leaf and left, is cold math.

			Random accidents during cell division create errors in our DNA with a certain frequency. Those mistakes in writing the instructions for life are most often neutral or problematic. But a tiny fraction of the errors cause a mutation that gives an animal an edge in staying alive and reproducing, and can be passed to the next generation.

			Depending on countless factors—competition between neighbors, scarcity of mates, predators, luck, the weather—some of those helpful mutations will persist and become more and more common in future generations, evolving into a defining trait of a species. Congratulations! Now you have tusks, say, or a dazzling song.

			Researchers can deduce how caretaking evolved by studying animals who care for their young alongside those who don’t. They can also look at species that are closely related to each other but have different parenting styles, or animals that are as flexible in their methods as a human who subscribes to a new parenting podcast each week. In this way, scientists are revealing the forgotten evolutionary math—like faint equations on an erased chalkboard—that brought all of Earth’s animals to where they are today.

			It’s not just a question of which creatures put their energy into raising children to adulthood, or literally kill themselves just to get their eggs hatched, or do no caretaking at all. In some branches of life, the invention of parental care was the first falling domino in a cascade of events that changed the world.

			That brings me back to the wasp.

			The social life of a paper wasp passes through dramatically different phases. Each female starts her life as part of a bustling hive. The individuals work together in a collective. But after a female mates, she leaves her family and sets off on her own.

			The solo insect builds a small nest and lays a few eggs. When those eggs hatch into daughters, she dedicates herself to feeding and caring for them. It’s a strenuous life phase that often kills the mother. If she survives, though, her daughters grow up to become her companions and helpers: a tiny community.

			The mother lays more eggs, but now the daughters tend them, and the family grows and grows. It becomes a whole new cooperative hive.

			The complex, highly organized colonies of wasps, bees, and ants have made these insects some of the most successful species on Earth. They’re resilient and widespread because every worker does her part to keep the whole community humming, like the components of a machine.

			Or like the members of a human society.

			Life as a Homo sapiens, not unlike life as a wasp, means relying on coordination with others. That’s true whether you’re part of a small community of foragers in Namibia or a high-rise apartment building in Chicago. We play different roles; we’re not self-sufficient. And the story of how we came to live in these buzzing societies, like the story of the paper wasps, starts with a single parent and child.

			In our distant mammalian past, furry mothers fed and cared for their babies alone. Then, at some point in our evolution from ancient ape into modern human, our children probably began staying home to help out after they grew up, like the wasp daughters. The mothers’ mates stuck around, too, and discovered the benefits of fatherhood. Gradually, those families grew into communities.

			Ancient humans didn’t simply live near each other and share a fire pit. They pitched in—siblings, dads, grandmothers, neighbors—to jointly care for kids. This shared childcare may have given our species a boost so that we could become the big-brained, brilliant, planet-dominating apes we are today.

			Some authors have argued that other factors were the key to making us human. Language, for example. Or learning to make fires and cook our food.

			But we wouldn’t have needed language with no one around to talk to. We wouldn’t have had big pieces of meat to char over a flame without other upright primates to help us hunt it (or stand around commenting on our grilling technique). Being together with others is a critical piece of the human story. And what brought us together, ultimately helping to birth human society as we know it, may have been the need to raise our kids.

			Today, it can be hard to encounter other members of our species in rush-hour traffic or an internet comments section and imagine that humanity was built on cooperation. Yet this is the message hinted at by the animal caretakers who populate the world, and hidden within our own cells and skulls: Humans are born to care.

			

			—

			I did not feel very much like a member of a big, cooperative ape village when I had my first baby.

			My husband had to go back to his office after four weeks of parental leave, and we hadn’t made plans ahead of time for when I would return to my freelance writing and editing work, or what childcare we’d use. I thought maybe I could just…write with the baby at home? It’s OK to laugh.

			It wasn’t until after we brought our daughter home from the hospital that I realized, too late, how poor our non-plan was. Part of the problem was that the baby was (sorry, honey) a screamer. As a newborn, she screamed with shocking consistency every day between about 5:00 and 8:00 p.m. She also screamed at other, less predictable times throughout the day. She would do me the favor of a thirty-minute nap if I agreed to hold her the whole time.

			Caring for her seemed like way more than a one- or two-person job. Yet I could barely put her down for long enough to start a load of laundry, much less research daycare options.

			Irrationally (I was tired), I felt like this colicky baby was my own problem to solve. I had fashioned her inside my body, largely out of peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches. Now she was reliant on me and my mammalian equipment for food (she found bottles even more offensive than napping). My in-laws lived nearby but I didn’t want to subject them to all the noise and stress. I was afraid to join a new moms’ group and be stuck away from home when a bout of screaming started.

			Since those days, I’ve gotten some rest and learned that a human parent, or even a pair of parents, isn’t meant to go it alone. The most natural thing a Homo sapiens with an infant can do is accept help. But the version of me who didn’t know I needed a childcare plan before having a baby, as well as the one who couldn’t accept a hand, were—in a way—different people from who I am now.

			That’s because pregnancy and parenthood profoundly restructure your brain, as I’ve since learned from scientists who study both animal and human parents.

			During pregnancy, my brain was streamlining itself and priming its circuitry for caretaking. At childbirth, my brain sprouted new receptors for the chemicals that would drive my feelings and reactions. My new brain continued to refine itself as I cared for my infant and responded to her cues (which eventually expanded beyond screams). I’m learning still.

			This process isn’t unique to people who give birth. Research shows dads activate the same network of parenting regions in their brains that mothers do. That activation seems to happen from the outside in, as fathers spend time around their infants, rather than from the internal cues of pregnancy. Dads’ brains even experience similar reshaping to the brains of mothers.

			These changes suggest that anyone who spends time caring for a baby, regardless of their gender or relationship, can activate the parts of their brain that know how to care. Other research is showing that much of that cerebral caretaking architecture is ancient, and we share it with parents across the animal kingdom.

			All humans are built for caring—whether we express it by raising our own kids, or being someone’s favorite auntie or uncle, or simply treating our fellow humans tenderly. The tools for care have been woven into our DNA over millions of years.

			In this book, you’ll see that no matter where or how you live, you belong to a family. You’ll meet the extended clan of caretakers that includes every human on Earth, as well as other animals of all stripes. This family shares your struggles and concerns, though some members face different challenges, such as preventing their young from being eaten by snakes. Their solutions to these challenges are, at times, astonishing.

			You don’t need their advice, though. My hope for you is that this family will give you inspiration and companionship, that they’ll show you we’re not alone. I hope you’ll see that the distinctions we draw between ourselves and other animals, or between different types of humans—the parents versus the child-free, someone else’s kids versus one’s own—actually deny our humanity. Most of all, I hope they’ll teach you that you already know how to care.

			We’ll see how we got here by tracing our history in the cells and behaviors of the creatures around us. Their acts of caretaking reflect not just our struggles, but our moments of transcendence. While that purple octopus mom was holding her babies for fifty-three months, she stayed alive four times as long as most cephalopods. That’s the closest her kind comes to immortality.

			We’ll watch frogs ferrying tadpoles on their backs, beetles kissing food into the mouths of their larvae, and mongooses teaching pups how to crack an egg. We’ll meet still other animal caretakers whose actions horrify us and reveal uncomfortable truths about ourselves. In the field and in the lab, we’ll meet scientists who are tracking these animals by radio collar, mapping their family trees, sequencing their DNA, and spying on them by drone—often while juggling their own caretaking duties. No matter the sex (females, males, animals that switch when the time is right) and no matter how closely or distantly related to humans (spineless, feathered, a primate cousin, your actual cousin), animals use shared biology and brain circuitry to care for our young.

			Scientists are also realizing that those tools for caretaking have helped us, and certain other creatures, not just to raise young but to live together in societies. Parents evolved into families, which became communities. We’ll watch nonparents across species perform critical caring roles, from reptile babysitters to sibling birds and elderly elephants.

			And we’ll see that, while we share so much with the other animals, humans are unique in how the elements of caretaking came together in our evolution. We’re the world’s only apes—the hairy, tailless animals that can both make tools and give a thumbs-up about it—that bond to our partners while also relying on our larger families and communities to raise our children. Our cooperation extends beyond caring for young and carries us to places no other life-form can dream of.

			We’re also unique among creatures in that we’re not driven merely by math and luck: We can choose how to go forward. We can begin to grasp how the ways we care for children and other humans will reverberate in the bodies of future generations. We can learn to see ourselves as born caretakers on a planet full of animals tending to those who can’t tend themselves, and to see caring not as something specific to parents, but as our birthright.

			Like the wasp, we can use paper to dream up a new society. Alone among animals, though, we can turn a page.
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				One

				To Care Is Human

			
			A group of humans is sharing a meal at the end of the day.

			They look like us but not quite. They’re wearing less clothing, if any. No one has shaved. Their feet are dusty.

			It’s 100,000 BC on the East African savannah, and with the day’s work coming to an end, the band of Homo sapiens is sitting around a fire. Some of them are preparing food: roasting tubers, cracking open the fruits of baobab trees, using a stone knife to cut hunks of impala meat from a fortuitous hunt today.

			A mother holds a baby to her breast and listens to a neighbor relate a story. Another one of her children toddles nearby, and his grandmother reaches out to put morsels of food that she’s softened with her own teeth into the child’s mouth. Still another sibling, about four years old, is getting restless as her bedtime approaches, but a friend of her father’s is playing with the girl and keeping her away from the embers.

			Someone is laughing. The smell of smoke hangs heavy, but it keeps the mosquitoes away.

			Here is another mother, her belly and feet swollen with pregnancy, tearing off a piece of fragrant cooked meat and passing the rest to her sister. She calls her children over for some dinner. A son comes to her, carrying his younger brother on his hip.

			Watching them, we can see glimmers of the people who will become the world’s most successful apes. They haven’t yet multiplied and spread, invented cities and warfare, wiped out other species while finding ways to cross oceans and prevent diseases and share information instantaneously. They haven’t yet shaken and unsteadied the whole planet.

			Tonight, they are just apes. But all of their humanity is present. The traits that distinguish modern humans from our closest living relatives on Earth are there, and if we look again at this scene, we can see the most important ones.

			Those hairy, unshaven heads are huge and packed with brains; the mothers are all too familiar with the problem of cramming an oversized skull through the pelvis of an upright ape.

			The humans are cooking their food, another habit that separates us from our relatives. They’re chatting: telling each other bedtime stories, where to find the most berries, which group member snuck more than their fair share of last week’s hunt.

			But another key to being human—maybe even the factor that came first and set everything else in motion, like thawed snow becoming the stream that rushes down a mountain—is more subtle. Look at the group one more time and see if you can spot it.

			Not at the grown-ups. Look at the children.

			There are a lot of them, and even the very youngest are being tended to by many different people.

			No matter how long you spend staring at the planet’s other great apes—the chimps and bonobos, gorillas and orangutans—you’ll never see this. Moms are, more or less, on their own. No one holds a baby. No one fetches a kid a snack. A mother ape doesn’t let her infant out of her arms for months, and even afterward, the baby relies on her milk for several years.

			My own two primate babies nursed for what felt like a long time. In one case, long enough that whenever I gently suggested it was time to be done, I was met with arguments that were both passionate and grammatically correct. But my time and effort were meager compared to those of a chimpanzee or bonobo, who nurses for four or five years. Orangutan moms can keep nursing their young for eight years or longer.

			Human mothers, at least compared to our close relatives, get a break. Other people both hold and help feed our kids from an early age. Those calories coming from elsewhere likely let our ancestors wean their children while they were still toddlers. Biologically, weaning earlier meant we could get pregnant again sooner than the other apes do, and have our kids closer together.

			This evolutionary innovation may not have been thrilling for an individual Homo sapiens mother. But for the species as a whole, it was great news. Adults could have more kids over their lifetimes.

			Eventually (spinning the clock well forward of our friends at the campfire) humans were able to take advantage of this extra fertility and grow our populations. We spread into new neighborhoods, then new continents. Even before that, researchers argue, the evolutionary shift to caring for children as a group—instead of leaving mothers to cope on their own—shaped the course of human evolution and made us the animals we are today.

			Who are those animals? Who have we been?

			One way to see a complicated thing more clearly is to view it from a great distance. Astronauts who have flown to space have said that looking back at the swirled blue marble of Earth was an epiphany. They were overwhelmed by a sense of interconnectedness with every other human. They suddenly understood our world to be tiny and fragile, and the only home they belonged to.

			What if we, riding the rocket ship of today as it blazes into a black, unknown future, could look back at where we came from? Could we know ourselves better? What if we peered through evolutionary time at a band of prehistoric people sitting around a campfire, together?

			

			—

			Because I can’t travel back in time to see a Pleistocene-era Homo sapiens family, I travel instead to rural Northern California to see Sarah Hrdy. A primatologist and anthropologist, Hrdy began her career studying monkeys called langurs in India and reshaped the scientific understanding of human families. Now in her late seventies and retired from the University of California, Davis, she mostly stays home and runs a walnut farm with her husband.

			Finding her does feel a bit like searching for a roving band of humans on the savannah. I borrow a car from my sister in Berkeley, drive about an hour on the freeway, and then exit the scrum of traffic to find myself in a part of the country where the roads have numbers, not names, and run in widely spaced seams between quilt squares of cropland.

			Before my visit, Hrdy emailed me a hand-annotated map no fewer than three times. She mentioned that GPS sometimes misdirects people. She also warned me that in addition to her usual poor cell reception at the farm, her landline is currently on the fritz. Even though there will be no lions on this adventure, I’m feeling some trepidation.

			Fortunately, neither satellite navigation nor Hrdy’s directions—straight past the prune dehydrator, left onto gravel—let me down. I’m greeted at my car by a large dog (also in the directions: “Be careful of the dogs. They think your car is a wildebeest”), who escorts me to the door of a peach stucco house with a dinner triangle hanging outside. Hrdy emerges with as much delight as if I were a rarely sighted primate.

			She whisks me past a library with ceiling-high bookshelves and rolling ladders, then through a kitchen where a large salad bowl is brimming with walnuts from her farm. Before I know it, we’re back outdoors on a patio and Hrdy is pressing a clinking goblet of iced tea into my hand without asking.

			I have a list of questions, but Hrdy also wants to show me some bees, so I soon find myself standing by a pond grazed by weeping willow branches while we talk about her 2009 book, Mothers and Others. The book argued that humans are cooperative breeders. That means we’re a species whose parents have help from others to feed and care for children. Not as an option—as a necessity. That legacy, Hrdy wrote, has shaped our evolution.

			When she published the book, “I didn’t think it was going to be that interesting,” Hrdy tells me. We watch as a bumblebee busies herself with a tangled mass of purple sweet-pea blooms. “In fact,” Hrdy says, “it was interesting.”

			In the book that would shift the foundations of her field, Hrdy laid out several lines of investigation.

			For a start, we can compare ourselves to the other living apes. A lot has happened in the millions of years since we parted ways with the ancestors who would become today’s chimps, gorillas, and orangutans and set off on our own evolutionary path. We came down from the trees, for instance. We started walking on two legs. We got really into IPAs.

			We also began having babies that are absolute chunks. Along with those big-brained noggins, the babies have heavier, chubbier bodies than other ape newborns. Yet they keep growing until they’re teenagers.

			Those big, hungry human babies are incredibly costly, and not just in terms of daycare tuition. They depend on caretakers for longer than any other young ape—perhaps any other animal.

			While we were evolving to have these expensive babies, we had also lost most of our fur. So these highly dependent chunks couldn’t even do us the favor of clinging to our bodies while we did other things.

			And yet! At some point, we began having more of them. In modern-day societies without birth control, mothers have their kids only three to four years apart—about twice as often as any other ape.

			I admit that in frazzled moments, when both of my children are demanding different things and I’m in the middle of some other task, such as preparing food to keep them alive, I have asked them to count my arms. Still two? Well then, you are just going to have to wait a minute, unless Mommy finds some more arms!

			Our ancestors found more arms.

			It’s simply impossible, Hrdy concluded, that human mothers could have cared for these extra-costly babies on their own while also birthing them closer together than before. Moms had to have had help.

			And when we look to today’s hunter-gatherers and other traditional societies—a second line of evidence—that’s exactly what we see. “Shared care is the rule,” Hrdy wrote in her book.

			These traditional societies aren’t frozen in time; they’ve been living and adapting over the millennia, just like industrialized cultures. But they offer a window onto how prehistoric humans, who were hunter-gatherers in small-scale societies, might have lived. And when anthropologists study childcare in these populations, they find that moms have help from dads, siblings, grandparents, and other relatives and friends.

			These caretakers—researchers call them allomothers or alloparents, for “other parents”—may carry an infant or hang out with an older kid. They might share food, even from their own mouths, or nurse a hungry baby from their own breasts.

			Once our ancestors began handing over their kids to alloparents, moms clearly would have benefited. But babies—let’s look at some cute babies now—weren’t passive in all this, Hrdy wrote. Infants who could charm an adult would have had an advantage. Children who could perceive the emotions of others, sense who was safe and friendly, and form bonds with extended family members would get more attention and food.

			This means once we began caring for children cooperatively, evolution would have favored humans who were more and more emotionally perceptive, friendlier, increasingly socially adept from their earliest days. This could be how we became the uniquely empathetic, clever, cooperative apes we are today.

			Even the cry of a modern baby may reflect that ancient history. I have often wondered why babies evolved to be so loud—wouldn’t a noisy newborn attract lions? (My own babies didn’t find this argument persuasive.) But, Hrdy pointed out, babies who demanded attention when they were hungry or cold would be more likely to get passed back to their mothers for milk or retrieved from where they’d been left. An infant gorilla, which never leaves its mother’s body, doesn’t need to make noise.

			Older babies add babbling to their noise-making repertoire. It might seem obvious that human babies babble because they’re learning how to talk. But Hrdy suggested that babbling might have originated as a way to charm caretakers.

			We can see evidence for this when we turn to our more distant modern-day primate relatives. (Primates are the larger group that includes apes such as ourselves, monkeys, lemurs, and a few other furry characters.) The only other cooperatively breeding primates on Earth are monkeys called marmosets and tamarins. These Central and South American animals are not very much like us. For one thing, they have tiny brains.

			Yet these little monkeys, however poorly endowed in the cognitive department, are extraordinarily cooperative. Mothers typically have twins, and they seize every chance to hand off those babies to someone else. Research in some species has found that infant survival depends on how many helpers are in the group. Besides caring for each other’s kids, some marmosets and tamarins work together to crack open large fruits.

			They’re also the only primates, besides humans, known to babble. Hrdy believes this is evidence that babies of both creatures became chatty for the purpose of getting adults’ attention, well before human speech evolved.

			All in all, she concluded, cooperative breeding “set the stage” for other human traits to develop: intelligence, empathy, even language. With our socially brilliant brains, we could share ideas and create new technologies. If we hadn’t evolved to care for others—and to be cared for—we might never have become ourselves.

			

			—

			In recent years, another line of evidence has emerged supporting the idea that our species evolved as caretakers—not just of babies we’re related to, but of unrelated kids who may find their way into our arms. These clues don’t come from traditional societies or evolutionary trees or trees full of monkeys, but from inside our skulls.

			One of the scientists who’s led this investigation is Ruth Feldman, a neuroscientist at Reichman University in Israel. I’m going to tell you how she found the signature of alloparenting in the human brain, but first we’re going to take a brief tour of an ice cream cone. Stay with me.

			We’re going to build a pretty big ice cream cone, because we’re hungry, and we’ll start at the bottom. Not a big waffle cone—picture one of those dinky little sugar cones. Did I mention this frozen treat is also a metaphor for your brain? I learned a version of this metaphor from Darby Saxbe, a psychologist we’ll hear more from in chapter 10.

			The sugar cone is your brain stem. Sitting at the very top of your spinal cord, your brain stem is in charge of things like your breathing, sleeping, and heartbeat. Generally, staying alive.

			Sitting around breathing and blinking is fine, but we’re trying to build a functioning Homo sapiens, not to mention a satisfying dessert. So we’ll add on.

			Here’s a basic scoop of ice cream. Plopped right on top of the brain stem, this scoop holds the brain areas that drive your emotions and motivations. It includes the parts of the brain called the limbic system, but we’ll call it vanilla.

			And now, because somehow this has become a treat for our kids and they’re insisting on a topping, we’re going to add one of those hard chocolate shells. It covers the whole ice cream scoop and makes the children very excited. Which they should be, because the chocolate shell is the good stuff.

			This is your cerebral cortex. It’s the outermost layer of mostly gray matter, just inside your skull. Your real cortex is a smidge thicker than that thin chocolate shell, and (I hope) not at all crunchy. It’s where you do your real thinking: planning, reasoning, calculating a tip, wondering whether the ape in the next cubicle is mad at you.

			Now that the kids have gotten what they wanted, but are still upset about it for some reason, we’ll go back to Ruth Feldman. She’s busy pursuing various questions about the human brain and is hard to pin down. When I finally reach her, she answers the phone in her car.

			In 2014, Feldman and coauthors including Eyal Abraham, her graduate student at the time, began publishing a groundbreaking series of neuroscience studies. They had recruited eighty-nine new parents for the project. A little under half belonged to heterosexual couples, and the rest to gay male couples.

			The researchers made videos of the parents playing with their infants. Then they played back those videos to the parents inside an MRI machine, and looked at the brain areas that were most active.

			The scans showed that all parents—moms, dads, straight or not—lit up in the same brain regions when watching their kids. This parental brain wasn’t just one area, but rather a network of centers scattered all over the brain, working together.

			Some of these brain regions were in the vanilla ice cream scoop, having to do with emotions. Other parental regions were in the cortex, the chocolate shell, having to do with understanding what other people are thinking.

			Although the same basic network was active in all parents, it wasn’t always weighted the same way. Moms had more activity in the inner emotional areas, especially a part called the amygdala. This makes sense, Feldman wrote. Other research has shown that a mammal mother’s amygdala is critical for caretaking.

			The heterosexual dads, on the other hand, had more activity in their thoughtful chocolate shells. This suggested to Feldman that they had switched on their parenting brains from the outside in, by being in the company of their babies, while the moms’ parenting brains had been hormonally activated from the inside via pregnancy.

			And what about the gay dads? They looked like both. They had a lot of activity in the particular cortex region that straight dads did. But they also had a lot of amygdala activity, like the moms who had birthed the babies.

			“The biology follows behavior,” Feldman tells me. If you’re acting as a baby’s primary caretaker, your brain can grow into that role, no matter your gender.

			The findings support the idea that humans evolved to be alloparents. If any person sitting around the campfire might be called on to help care for a baby, everyone’s brain needs to be ready.

			“I hypothesize,” Feldman wrote in a later paper, “that the human did not foreshadow the parent but rather the parent prefigured the human.”

			She and Abraham followed up with the same families over the next six years, asking about the kids’ behavior and observing their emotional regulation. They found that if parents’ brains had stronger empathy networks when the kids were infants—that is, various parts of the brain involved in empathizing were more synchronized in their activity—their kids did better emotionally over time. It didn’t matter whether those parents were moms or dads, gay or straight.

			“The difference doesn’t fall along gender lines, or sexual orientation lines,” Feldman says.

			From her car, Feldman tells me that things have changed since the days when she was parenting her own five kids.

			“I got a huge amount of help from my husband. But my husband helped me,” she says. Today her kids are grown up, and she thinks Western society has started to get the message that any parent can be an important caretaker. When she sees her adult daughter and son-in-law with their own family, “he’s not helping her, and she’s not helping him,” Feldman says. “They’re doing it together.”

			Why look inside the heads of parents and kids? How does knowing which bits of the brain are busiest during which experiences, or teasing apart the networks of neurons talking to each other, help anyone?

			“I think that parenting is one of the most meaningful human experiences,” Feldman says. “Perhaps the most meaningful.” Understanding this powerful event in the brain brings us a little closer to knowing ourselves.

			But she also hopes that studying the caretaking brain can lead to new ways to help humans who are struggling in their families, such as mothers with postpartum mental illness. “We need to have some tools,” she says, “to understand what happens when it doesn’t work.”

			

			—

			The fact that parents sometimes struggle in their roles is inconvenient for certain people. I’m thinking of politicians who don’t want to fund childcare because they think it weakens families. Or so-called tradwives on social media who stir steamy broths for their husbands while extolling the virtues of staying home. There’s nothing more natural and good, these voices insist, than the traditional nuclear family.

			What is that, anyway?

			For me, “nuclear family” conjures up a cartoonish mid-century American household: Mom in an apron, Dad in a tie, two to three kids on a fenced suburban lawn.

			But the phrase itself originated in the 1920s, well before the nuclear era. It comes from “nucleus,” as in the nucleus of an atom. There’s a different image: a core of protons and neutrons, surrounded by a spinning cloud of electrons. Like a family, the protons and neutrons are bound snugly together. Their positive charge cancels out the negativity of the electrons whizzing endlessly around them. Splitting the core of the atom—the family—can be cataclysmic.

			Isn’t that a nice metaphor? It’s wrong.

			Just like the Joneses waving to us from their 1950s driveway, the idea of a family as a tiny, tightly packaged, and unchangeable unit is misleading.

			“In places like the UK and the US, the traditional nuclear family is considered to be a male-breadwinner, female-homemaker family, where no one is helping parents raise children,” says Rebecca Sear, an evolutionary demographer and anthropologist at Brunel University of London. However, she says, “that is absolutely not the traditional family.”

			Research in subsistence societies—populations that produce their own food, like our ancestors did—have found that both men and women are important contributors of calories to their households. Among foraging societies, it’s common for women to hunt, not only men. In other words, there’s not one breadwinner partner who gets the food, and another who just looks pretty while preparing it.

			Studies around the world have shown researchers that the cooperatively breeding Homo sapiens described by Sarah Hrdy are not just our distant ancestors. They’re also us. We still live and raise children cooperatively today, even if we don’t recognize it.

			In a study of three small-scale societies in sub-Saharan Africa, researchers saw that infants and toddlers were held or touched by about eleven to fifteen caretakers over the course of a single day (and not just because those caretakers were playing hot potato to avoid changing a diaper). Both relatives and nonrelatives were important alloparents. Sear has found evidence in some middle- and lower-income countries that women whose relatives live nearby—specifically, their parents and parents-in-law—have more children.

			In a large, ambitious study, Sear is part of a team of researchers looking at alloparenting in five populations around the world. The study participants live in rural or partially rural regions of India, Bangladesh, Malawi, and the Gambia, as well as Pittsburgh, in the United States, and belong to different religious communities. Researchers are asking mothers in these places: Who’s helping you with childcare? Who helps you with everything else? Basically, how many nodes are in the network that supports you?

			“Childcare is very multifaceted,” says Anushé Hassan, a research fellow at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine who’s been involved in this project, especially in Malawi.

			She’s already seen that some families have huge support networks. In the research population in the Gambia, for instance, families live in multi-home compounds that might include a father’s multiple wives. These families help each other and consider themselves one household, including perhaps as many as a hundred people.

			When I ask Hassan if the American families represent the opposite end of the spectrum—just parents, with no help—she says it’s not so simple.

			Interviewers pushed parents to remember anyone who’d helped them in the past two weeks. Did another parent drive your kid in their car pool? Did your child spend time with their piano teacher or an ex-spouse? Did an older sibling babysit? Did a paid house cleaner come by?

			The support network looked different in the urban, industrialized US population than in the other, more rural populations, Hassan says. Hired help, for instance, didn’t show up in any other group. But when American mothers tallied up everyone who supported them, that number averaged five or six people in the course of two weeks. Among the populations in the global study, she says, “The US was somewhere in the middle. It didn’t actually stand out very much.”

			In other words, even if parents sometimes feel isolated—and even if we don’t live close to grandparents or other kin—we find helpers and lean on them. We don’t run households or raise children alone. “When you look at these questions you find that, actually, no: Help is coming from a really wide network of people,” Hassan says.

			That became obvious in 2020, when the COVID pandemic began and stripped away those networks.

			Teachers, preschool staff, babysitters, and nannies couldn’t care for children during lockdowns. In-laws and friends were staying in their own homes, trying to keep their households safe. Thus reduced to their “nuclear families,” parents and kids stuck at home together (or parents who still had to work essential jobs, with no childcare options) discovered that the results looked less like the cozy family behind the picket fence and more like the atomic explosion.

			Early in the pandemic, Hassan led a study of mothers with young children in the United States and the United Kingdom. Between 40 and 50 percent of the mothers said they had lost childcare support. Around a third of the moms had reduced their own working hours. “There is a lot of evidence that they do bear the brunt of this trade-off,” Hassan says.

			I’m nodding involuntarily as she tells me this. My second kid was born a month into the pandemic, and things stayed hard for a long time. It was January 2022 when someone in my local moms’ Facebook group shared an invitation to a post-bedtime meetup in a field, for the sole purpose of screaming into the dark. (I thought of going, but how could I get away?)

			“Of course, the pandemic is an exceptional circumstance,” Hassan says. But she hopes that by highlighting how much support parents usually rely on, as well as how it hurts parents—especially mothers—when that support falls away, her work will show governments and other organizations how to better help families.

			For a start, Sear says, we could let go of the myth of the traditional nuclear family. She says Sarah Hrdy’s work caused “a permanent shift” in how scientists perceive human groups. Ignoring that science—forgetting our history as cooperative breeders—harms everyone in the household, she says.

			“The male-breadwinner model isn’t a good one, in my opinion, for men either,” Sear says. “It puts huge pressure on men to be solely responsible for the family, which is a situation that men have not been in throughout most of our history.”

			It’s also not the way our children evolved. A truly “traditional” family would mean kids being raised by many people. Even classroom education, in Sear’s opinion, is a modern kind of alloparenting. “Getting input from people other than the parents—I think that’s hugely important in how we evolved,” she says.

			Humans are built to grow up with the influence and example of a whole network of people. How else could we learn to see the world beyond ourselves? How would we get, as it were, the high view?

			

			—

			Before Sarah Hrdy takes me for a walk up a hill to look at some water, she interrupts herself in the middle of a thought to holler, “OBAMA! OBAMA!” It turns out that a llama by that name has just strolled into sight.

			She jumps from her chair and we go to the llama’s fence, where Hrdy hands me a large mixing bowl of dried rose cuttings and encourages me to hand-feed him. “Watch for the thorns,” she says.

			I extend a rose by its stem, like a suitor, toward the tall black-and-white animal. Nervous around new people, Obama (the llama) stands just out of reach and eyes me for several seconds. Then he steps forward and closes his lips around the dry flower. A dark cloud of flies detaches from his woolly coat and settles again as he munches.

			A flock of shorn sheep comes trotting over, one gangly newborn lamb chasing its mother to reach under her belly for milk. The skittish llama lives with the flock to protect them from coyotes (“supposedly,” Hrdy says).

			We dump the rest of the roses for the animal companions to share, then head out for a walk around the property.

			Passing through a creaking gate, we enter fields of grass, mostly pale brown but flushed with green here and there. To my eyes we’re in a crispy ocean that looks pretty much the same in every direction. But Hrdy is pointing out individual plants: Here is a native grass species, here an invasive thistle. Barely breaking stride, she bends to rip a single tuft from our feet.

			We leave the mown path to wade up a hillside that’s thick with tall, rustling stalks. This is another invasive grass called medusahead. The plant has a trick for spreading its own progeny that I learn within a few moments, as its spiky tassels break off and climb up the inside of my clothes like a ladder. (Back at Hrdy’s house, I’ll reach surreptitiously down my pants to pluck out a large stalk that inched all the way to my waistband. One piece of grass will travel back to Boston in my shoe.)

			At the top of the hill, my legs now itching alarmingly, Hrdy points out one of the ponds they’ve dug to catch the rain when it comes. She passes me a pair of Nixon-era binoculars so I can see egrets at the water’s edge. Farther away are rolling, tawny hills, with more jagged peaks behind them. Closer to us, the view is punctuated by oaks.

			The Hrdys have planted over seventy thousand trees since they bought this land in 1986, including native species in addition to the walnuts. As the climate has changed, some of the trees they planted are now being cut down again, to lower the risk of fire reaching the stucco house.

			Fire is never far from mind in California. I’ve come at a lucky time, though—while the air is clear and fresh here, the Northeast, where I live, is choked with smoke from Canadian wildfires. It’s creating bizarre vistas. My friend in Manhattan shares a photo of a cityscape under a sickly, honey-colored sky. Breathing outside is unsafe; she says it smells like a campfire. From upstate New York, my dad posts a photo of his backyard: a Norway spruce that we planted when I was little, now grown tall, pointing to a dimmed sun.

			My husband is at home in Massachusetts with our kids, also watching the air quality worsen. No one remembers seeing anything like this. I try to ignore the nagging idea that more of these yellow skies are coming for us and our kids.

			Hrdy, too, is thinking about the world her grandchildren are growing up in.

			She tells me that she views her work on the farm as one and the same with her academic career. In her book, she told a story about how humans created ourselves by caring for each other’s children. Today those same human impulses drive her attention to every bird, every bumblebee, each blade of grass on her rolling hills, as well as the next generations of humans who will someday run among them.

			“When I’m planting these hedgerows and the native plants here, and the oak trees, I care about them,” Hrdy says. “I do care, very much.”

			According to her narrative, our capacity for caring so deeply became woven into our neurons as we evolved into apes who need each other to raise our families. Our oversized brains, attuned like no other animal’s to the faces and motivations of others, mean we’re born looking beyond the horizon of our

			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				[image: Drawing of two clownfish swimming among the tentacles of a sea anemone on a small patch of seafloor, surrounded by stylized seaweed and coral with rounded fronds and bubbles rising through the water.]
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