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To Oscar and Crosby, who already live in a world of pets





Introduction

At the moment, I have one pet, a standard poodle–wheaten terrier mix named Robbie, named after the Canadian-designed screwdriver, the Robertson.I He is something of a mystery to me, but he’s not the only pet that’s caused me to feel that way. These include a standard poodle (Buster), who defied the odds and lived to seventeen, four cats, two lizards, and two turtles. When I was a kid, we had goldfish—in a bowl—but they had preceded me, so they weren’t really mine. There was also a dog, Tinker—a spaniel, I believe—who was hit by a car when I was very young. Normally, I never think about this animal. The only shred of a memory I might have is a photo in an album somewhere. It shows the dog together with my older brother, who definitely had more experience with the dog. However, the fact that I don’t remember Tinker doesn’t mean he didn’t influence me: Some research suggests that when a dog licks your face, it might transmit some of the bacteria in its microbiome, which, in turn, might take up residence in your gut.

When I look back at these animals, there’s a fuzzy line that divides mammals on one side from reptiles, fish, and amphibians on the other. This will not apply to everyone, but I had two quite different approaches to these pets. I engaged with the cats and dogs, had favorites in both species, and was saddened when they died. The others were different. I liked watching my turtles, red-eared sliders, one of the most common turtle pets in North America. But I didn’t bond with them. The lizards were also worth watching, but again, not much serve-and-return. They had occasional bursts of behavior triggered by food, especially active food, like crickets. (Of course, when we get to the point where we understand crickets’ mentality much better—and there’s definitely research going on in this area—we might come to think this is unacceptable behavior on my part.)

Emotional connections with dogs and cats happen easily. But how do you relate to these other animals? In my case, at least, not emotionally. But they were all fascinating living organisms and well worth having in a home. We just didn’t have the same sort of relationship.

There’s an implicit note of “foreignness” at work. Not foreign geographically, but in appearance. Yes, an insect has eyes, a mouth, legs, and a heart like we do, but it also has a hard-shelled exoskeleton, six legs, compound eyes, and likely can fly. And bite and sting. It definitely has an alien quality compared with, say, a hamster.

But can insects be pets?

There are numerous standard online definitions of a pet along the lines of a domesticated animal kept for companionship and pleasure. Unfortunately, “companionship” and “pleasure” have a lot of flex, and while we all have some mental rules for defining a pet, where did these informal rules come from? Were they shaped by experience or part of some built-in brain software? Regardless, they have become firmly established. When I use the word “rules,” it suggests that in most comparisons, it’s easy to tell the pet from the non-pet. But I’m not sure about that. Coming up, a list of animals to label “pet” or “non-pet.” It’s worth trying to keep in mind why you decide one way or the other.

Read this list of animals, and label each “pet” or “non-pet” as you go: a dog, a cat, a hamster, a gerbil, a caged bird, a horse, a pig, a praying mantis. A short list, but already the line separating a pet from a non-pet has been blurred. Yes, some of you will have had a horse that you’d call a pet; some a pig. But horses and pigs are different from dogs and cats. Let’s say a piglet becomes very attached to a farmer, and the farmer responds, adopts Piglet. But Piglet’s littermates are then routinely “sent to market,” so Piglet was the pig who “stayed home.” Was Piglet a pet and the others not? What qualified Piglet as a pet?

Some horses and pigs are definitely pets. Many are not. Most horses work for a living, whether at the racetrack, the arena, or the farm. Most cats don’t work (yes, they catch mice, but that’s freelance activity, not employment). The hired hand/nonworking guest distinction comes into play. Yet there’s no doubt that horses and pigs are smart and expressive enough to create an emotional attachment.

In some ways, the definition is revealed in how you describe the interaction you have with a pet. In my case, I talk to my dog, but I talked about my lizards. I watched my lizards—and my turtles—but I play with my dog. He’s a companion. My lizards and the turtle were not companions.

In the turtle’s case, it wasn’t his fault. I just didn’t see opportunities for any kind of communication at all. The original one, Timothy, might have been aware of me when I stuck my hand over his bowl (the one with the plastic palm tree in the middle), but he paid so little attention it was hard to tell. There were times when he seemed to be eyeing me as I moved around his bowl, but maybe not. But does that make him less of a pet? Even if you don’t have a strong emotional link to a pet like that, you could still be fascinated because of, not despite, its foreignness. I’m confident that most would agree that the fact that I fed him and kept him warm in the winter makes him a pet.

One thing is certain: We are learning so much about animal intelligence and animal consciousness that many of our much-loved stereotypical judgments may have to change. What if Timothy was actually smart and just undemonstrative, just kept his thoughts to himself? Maybe if I’d dedicated myself to training him to swim over to greet me, I would have built a stronger relationship.

You really can’t be sure, especially when you hear about bumblebees that learn a task by watching more experienced bees, or when you learn how scientists are gaining insights into the grammar of sperm whale conversations, or when you see a video of an orangutan driving a golf cart and you think, “You know, it could be an AI fake, but even if it is, it’s totally believable.” We have videos of thirsty crows doing exactly what Aesop claimed they could do 2,500 years ago: If the water level in a bottle of drinking water is too low and out of reach, a crow will drop stones into the bottle to raise it.

How broad can the interpretation of “pet” be? Let’s extend that list of pets and non-pets a little further. What about invertebrates, like beetles or ants? Stag beetles became a must-have in Japan, triggered by the video game Mushiking: The King of Beetles. They don’t encourage interaction, but they apparently can be pets. Or an ant colony? An intricate social system that I’m sure you could watch for hours. A pet?

I’m not avoiding the most interesting invertebrate of all, the octopus, but I do not support keeping these animals under glass in a home. So I wouldn’t advocate for having one as a pet. But what about an alternative? My Octopus Teacher, a huge hit on Netflix in 2020, suggests that a relationship can be established if the context is right. Craig Foster was living on the South African coast, taking a break from the rest of his life, and started to document an octopus’s life—or, rather, his and the octopus’s lives. It provides some fabulous scenes, but to me, the most important thing about a movie like this is that it shows that, with care, it would be possible to have “semi-pets,” animals that live in the wild but interact in some way with a person or people. This idea is fraught with negative consequences, especially the well-known ones of habituating wild animals to humans, the losers almost inevitably being the animals.

Take the crow of the fable. You could have a crow as a pet, but what about a somewhat looser arrangement, one in which you attract the crow with a feeder and carry on a relationship—yet the crow stays wild. Of course you can argue that it’s bad to make a bird dependent on you for food, but there are something like fifty-seven million homes in the United States that feed the birds one way or the other. It’s also worth remembering that Jane Goodall provisioned her chimps when she first arrived at Gombe. If a crow could be a pet with no stay-over privileges, so could the chickadees that will perch on your hand to take a sunflower seed. But if they don’t live with you, does that count?

Returning to the original definition, chickadees can’t be pets, because they’re not domesticated. But then, neither were the lizards nor my turtle. They weren’t bred over hundreds of generations to be pets, as dogs and cats have been. Maybe the chickadees don’t qualify, because I can’t guarantee seeing them when I want to. But I still care about them as if they were pets.

In these cases, there’s not much that’s inherent in the animal that makes it a pet or not. That label is the human’s to adopt or not.

I’m all for the idea of pushing out the boundaries of the typical view of pethood, including bird-watching.

As the world’s population continues to move into cities (according to the United Nations, two-thirds of people will live in urban settings by 2050), contact with a wide range of other species will become more and more challenging.

In this book, I will address some fundamental science issues, such as: Why do we keep pets? What’s in it for us? For that matter, what’s in it for them? How have species that have been domesticated for millennia, such as dogs, cats, and horses, evolved to live with us? How have we literally shaped our companion animals, sometimes for the shallowest reasons? And what will pets of the future look like if we continue to do that?

What kinds of people own pets? Is the owner of a python who walks around with it wrapped around his/her shoulders the same sort of person as a Chihuahua owner? Is it all really the same affection for life simply exhibited in different ways?

The bottom line is always that pet owning is all about the human, not the animal. Whether that will ever change, I doubt, even in the face of the growing understanding that our pets are smarter and more knowledgeable than we ever used to give them credit for. Changing terminology (not “pet” but “animal companion,” not “owner” but “guardian”) won’t do it.1

It’s important to remember that pet-keeping is a human activity with all the usual contradictions. Yi-Fu Tuan, in his book Dominance and Affection: The Making of Pets, put it this way: “Dominance may be cruel and exploitative, with no hint of affection in it. What it produces is the victim. On the other hand, dominance may be combined with affection, and what it produces is the pet.”2



	I. Long story.








– PART I – A Bond Like No Other






– CHAPTER 1 – Biophilia

In 1984, the renowned biologist Edward O. Wilson, already famed for his studies of ant societies, published a slim book called Biophilia.I Subtitled The Human Bond with Other Species, the book has had a profound impact on how we think about life on earth. Blending his own world travels with the history of biology and the bond between science and the humanities, Wilson built the case that humans are uniquely attracted to all other species, plant and animal.

He wasn’t shy about it either. In the first edition of the book, Wilson made statements that strongly suggest he believed biophilia was innate; that is, genetic: “Biophilia… I will be so bold as to define as the innate tendency to focus on life and life processes.”1

Did he really mean that we have genes that underlie our “focus on life”? If so, they are there because they promoted survival in the past—they’ve been naturally selected. You don’t have to rack your brain to think of what might look like obvious examples: being attentive to the movements of prey like deer, or the calls of the wolf, or knowing through learned experience (tuned by genes) where to find food—plants, insects, other animals—as challenging as that might have been. Yet the idea of biophilia being a genetic trait seemed an overreach to some, and concrete evidence for the genes of biophilia has been hard to come by. Wilson himself changed his stance somewhat nine years later, with this statement: “Biophilia is not a single instinct, but a complex set of learning rules.”2 That either muddied the waters or opened the door to new ideas, depending on your point of view. A surprise twist to this? You could even use the exact opposite—biophobia—to argue that the much better evidence for the genetic basis of fear of spiders and snakes shows that emotional attitudes toward nature, positive or negative, can be genetic, as Wilson himself believed: “We need to include biophobia under the broad umbrella of biophilia.”3

Whether biophilia is indeed genetic or, more likely, some combination of genes, culture, and individual variation, it plays a supremely important role in pet-keeping. “Pet-keeping” is a broad term; you’d expect it to manifest in a myriad of ways, and indeed, there’s a huge variety of relationships between people and pets. We all know pet owners who treat their pet as a member of the family, but even E. O. Wilson seems to have treated his pet lizard Methuselah as just another piece of lab equipment on the table: “It would often remain in the same spot for hours or even days without changing its position.”4

Beyond pets, there’s no question that we have a special interest in, and focus on, other forms of life, but sometimes that interest can go a little haywire. Given the interest is expressed by humans, it’s not surprising that it can be used to influence humans. Here are two examples, one ancient, one contemporary; one used animals for political purposes, the other for boosting self-image. But first, a brief history of the artistic origins of biophilia.

The inner walls of European caves at Chauvet and Lascaux in France and Altamira in Spain are enlivened by hundreds of vividly colored images of animals and people. The Chauvet cave art is the oldest, estimated to date to about 35,000 years ago. It is Ice Age art. Several of the animals are long gone, like the aurochs, cave lion, cave hyena, and woolly rhino. Altamira, in Spain, is nearly the same age, with its own array of animals, like horses, goats, and bison. Lascaux, an elaborate series of chambers, is more recent, about 20,000 years old, but again devoted to depictions of local wildlife. The discovery of these caves in the nineteenth century led to a radical new appreciation of early modern humans and their culture—these people were clearly obsessed by large animals, some dangerous predators, others potential dinner.

There is actually evidence of a much earlier connection between art and the animals that surrounded these ancient humans. The Neanderthal people were fascinated by birds’ feathers and talons. One example is an arrangement of eight white eagle talons that were cut and polished, presumably intended to make a bracelet. That was an incredible 130,000 years ago. That and the much later Ice Age art in France and Spain confirm an all-consuming fascination with wildlife. Exactly what that fascination meant is still uncertain, but the existence of images of what appear to be human-animal hybrids suggests imaginative, visionary thinking about humans, animals, and nature. At the very least, the relationship went beyond hunting or being hunted: ancient biophilia. But change was on its way.

Move forward millennia to the great kingdoms of three, four, or five thousand years ago and our knowledge of what transpired is much more detailed and authenticated, and it doesn’t paint a pretty picture. Wildlife continued to play a central role not in the way it did in the lives of ordinary people as the cave paintings arguably suggest, but for the very rich and very powerful. And the role of the wildlife was integral to that social standing.

There were menageries, similar to zoos in the sense that they were collections of wildlife unfamiliar to the people who would see them, but with a very different purpose from the zoos of today. Hierakonpolis is a good example.

Hierakonpolis was an important city in ancient Egypt about 5,500 years ago, long before the reigns of the pharaohs. A series of archaeological excavations have revealed what has been called the first zoo, including the bones of baboons, elephants, hippos, wildcats, crocodiles, and a hartebeest—even some dogs. The animals were buried beside some of the most celebrated humans of the time, and there might have been a connection: that is, that the death of a ruler prompted the sacrifice of exotic animals as tribute. If so, this wouldn’t be the last time the demonstration of power and influence would be realized by the death of exotic animals. At the same time, though, there was respect; one elephant was buried on a reed mat and covered with linen.

The Egyptian fascination with wild animals continued through the following millennia. Most of the later pharaohs maintained gardens and zoos with animals mostly imported from far up the Nile River. (In fact, recent DNA analysis of the remains of baboons buried in ancient Egypt has located the formerly mysterious Land of Punt as being in or near modern-day Eritrea.) It might not be a step too far to make a connection between the Ice Age paintings of large animals on cave walls to their burial with powerful humans thousands of years later; they might be comparable gestures of respect, awe, and control. We don’t really know, but of those three, control soon took over.

In ancient Assyria and Babylon, a mix of conquest, wealth, the need to promote and celebrate a leader’s power, and the ability to do that by seizing foreign territory, animals, and human labor conspired to make possible jaw-dropping exhibitions of wild animals.

It wasn’t enough just to display the animals. Yes, bringing back a variety of species of deer implied the king’s dominance over foreign lands, but it would be even better if he dominated the animals themselves. The Assyrian king Ashurnasirpal II once bragged that, at the behest of the gods, he killed 30 elephants, 257 wild oxen, and 370 lions. These likely weren’t what you’d call free-range lions, though.

A series of carved reliefs found in the excavated ruins of the ancient city of Nineveh detailed the hunting prowess of the last king of Assyria, Ashurbanipal. Lions were released from cages in the game park, where he was positioned nearby to thrust a sword into them, or fire arrows from close range. If an arrow missed, he was immediately protected by guardsmen who were standing by. The killing was the point, and the drama associated with it, not necessarily the skill deployed in doing so.

However—and this hints at a deeper relationship between humans and animals—bloodshed wasn’t always wrapped into the spectacular display of foreign beasts. A perfect example was the extravagant all-day, mile-long (1.6 kilometer) procession in Alexandria, Egypt, in the middle of February, 278 BCE, a few hundred years after the fall of Assyria. It was a tribute to the god Dionysus, but equally a celebration of the reign of King Ptolemy II. There was a seemingly endless series of chariots pulled first by teams of four elephants apiece, then by antelopes and eight pairs of ostriches (!); buffalo followed, then zebras, spice-bearing camels, hundreds of sheep, cages of parrots, pheasants, peacocks and guinea fowl, Ethiopian oxen, a gigantic white bear, leopards, panthers, lynx, innumerable horses, twenty-four large lions, and a rhinoceros. No word on their final fate.5

Somehow, as time passed and Rome became ascendant, violence took center stage again as animals became objects of slaughter in front of huge, approving crowds. While there had been mass killings of animals for joyful Roman crowds before the reign of Emperor Augustus (63 BCE–14 CE), he really kick-started the idea, claiming that he had been responsible, over a total of twenty-six public shows, for the killing of 3,500 animals, including such exotics spectacles as the execution of thirty-six Egyptian crocodiles.

Augustus’s alleged kill of 3,500 might have been a solid start, but it was quickly bested by a well-documented 11,000 in a massive 123-day death carnival sponsored by Emperor Trajan in 108–109 CE. Eventually, though, this lust for blood, both human and animal, waned in Rome, ending this bizarre, millennia-long extravagance of animal life and death.

But while the slaughter abated, the attraction of exotic animal collections didn’t die out, suggesting that somewhere in there a thread of biophilia remained, manifesting in something closer to the modern zoo, a collection of animals from far-off places to entertain and educate the local crowds. The first zoos of this kind appeared in Europe in the mid-1700s, first in Vienna, then Madrid, then Paris. They were designed pretty much exclusively for the audience, not the animals themselves, and reversing that has been a slow process. Today, zoos make efforts to accommodate their animals in more naturalistic circumstances and restrict themselves to animals born in captivity. Forward-looking zoos have captive breeding programs to reverse, even in some small way, the decline of wild populations. Zoo enclosures are much more natural, and behavior can be studied scientifically.

While these early zoos were the mainstream expression of the human desire for animal menageries, the void left by past Assyrian kings and Roman emperors was occupied by a few who still wished to use collections of exotic animals to project wealth and power.

William Randolph Hearst was a good example. He gradually assembled a one-thousand-square-kilometer (250,000 acre) ranch near San Simeon, California. He built Hearst Castle on the property but also, in the 1920s, began to establish a giant zoo, called the Hearst Garden of Comparative Zoology. Guests drove through it on their way to the castle. The biggest private zoo in the world, it had an open area for herbivores to graze, and enclosures for others. There were about three hundred herbivores, including African and Asian antelope, sambar deer, giraffes, zebras, camels, red deer, axis deer, llamas, kangaroos, ostriches, emus, Barbary sheep, bighorn sheep, musk oxen, and yaks. Carnivores like grizzlies, black bears, tigers, leopards, jaguars, and cougars were kept in the enclosures. When Hearst ran into financial trouble in the late 1930s, the zoo began to sell off the animals, but that process was never completed; even today, you can sometimes see zebras descended from the original ones running wild on the hills near San Simeon.

The Hearst Garden of Comparative Zoology, while obviously a symbol of power, was at least there to entertain the public, if only those on Hearst’s invitation list. Cocaine magnate Pablo Escobar’s zoo made it halfway there: It was definitely an expression of power, but visiting it was another matter, considering it was at his headquarters, Hacienda Nápoles, east of Medellín, Colombia. The entire estate was not nearly as large as Hearst’s, covering about twenty square kilometers (nearly five thousand acres), and the array of animals was smaller, although not too bad for a private zoo: giraffes, zebras, camels, antelopes, elephants, flamingos, rhinoceroses, and, crucially, four hippopotamuses.

As is well known now, after Escobar’s death in 1993, the Colombian government dismantled the zoo, transferring most of the animals to other parks or zoos, but the four hippos, three females and a male, were too difficult to handle, so they were released into the jungle. They managed incredibly well, so much so that there is now an estimated population of about two hundred. This is an invasive species, the largest in the world, one that is dangerous (hippos kill five hundred people a year in Africa) and threatens to upset the ecology in and around the Magdalena River. The difficult choice facing the Colombian government is what to do with Escobar’s cocaine hippos. Culling is distasteful; sterilizing awkward, dangerous, and expensive; transferring them to zoos complicated and also expensive. But probably the worst option is waiting.

Hearst and Escobar are dead. So is the tradition of the rich and powerful creating a zoo as a monument to self-glorification over? Perhaps not.

Anant Ambani, son of the richest person in India, Mukesh Ambani, the twelfth richest man in the world, has created a giant combination wildlife rescue rehabilitation center and zoo called Greens Zoological Rescue and Rehabilitation Kingdom. Anant Ambani refers to it as an “animal shelter.” It has a pretty cool Instagram account (@vantara), and depending on what you read, you find variable accounts of the number of animals either already in residence or pending arrival. It could be nearly five thousand; it could include three thousand herbivores and thirty-three big cats. A spokesperson claimed that no wildlife would be “exposed for entertainment” for his guests, and that safaris would be “solely for educational purposes.”6 Just to tie everything together, the Greens Zoological Rescue and Rehabilitation Kingdom has apparently applied to import cocaine hippos from Colombia.

Even if this becomes a giant personal zoo, albeit with some rescue features, the ancient habit of procuring animals to show them on a grand scale has virtually disappeared. On a grand scale, yes, but that doesn’t prevent the existence of Tiger King or people like him who love to have a few exotic animals in their possession. Mike Tyson’s Bengal tigers, Paris Hilton’s kinkajou, all pretty small stuff really.

Is all this a shade of biophilia? Not really for the human owners—they’re in it for their image. But they realized the human-animal link is the most efficient way of impressing the crowds via their biophilia.

From the ancient Assyrians and Egyptians on, animals were the tools of the expression of power, control, and wealth. While the modern private zookeepers have eliminated ritual slaughter, it still carries on in another realm.

Here’s one detailed account of the end of a trophy hunt:


My bullet has smashed its shoulder, blowing away the top part of its heart and destroying a lung. Van Aswegen’s bullet has broken the spine. He and I circle the lion, then I put two more bullets through its backbone and into the lungs from behind and above.… Its boiled-out skull should rank very high in the SCI [Safari Club International, a trophy-hunting advocacy organization] Record Book of Trophy Animals.7



These accounts are hard to read but not hard to find. If you’re unfamiliar with trophy hunting, it is hunting and killing wild animals to display the slain animal, or its head, or its antlers. Typical targets might be leopards, lions, bighorn sheep, or elephants. It is an expensive activity.

Trophy hunting causes pain and suffering. But it generates a lot of money. Some of that money is said to enhance conservation, although that position is highly controversial.II

And, before going further, I am not talking here about hunting for food, hunting to experience nature, hunting for spiritual or ceremonial reasons, or government-approved hunting of animals deemed as pests. Trophy hunting overlaps with some of those, but its themes are adventure, the chase, reputation, and ultimately personal experience.

I have been in the home of a trophy hunter, an overwhelming display of mounted animals, birds, and fish, including some more elaborate stagings, like elephant-foot umbrella holders and deer-foot lamp stands. There were hundreds. Trophies replaced art and furniture. Surrounding yourself with animal trophies is extreme, though perverse, biophilia.

Of course trophy hunting has nothing to do with pet owning—or does it? I think it does—trophy hunters aren’t bragging about their skill on the firing range. An animal, preferably one that’s large and fierce, has to be a part of it. Accounts like the one above can be found where the gory details are omitted and the hunter describes the prolonged search, the affinity with the animal, and his/her intense emotional response both to the hunt and the kill. Love of nature bridges the gap between trophy hunters and pet owners, however faintly. We all share this positive feeling and express it in different ways.

E. O. Wilson, a dedicated conservationist, would never approve of trophy hunting were he alive. Such experiences were remote from Wilson’s life as a biologist, walking through forests, ever alert for familiar—or even new—species of ants—or anything! Yet a close reading of Wilson suggests he glimpsed common ground between the naturalist and the hunter when it came to finding the desired species: “The naturalist is a civilized hunter. He goes alone into a field or woodland and closes his mind to everything but the time and place.… The hunter-in-naturalist knows that he does not know what is going to happen.”8

Here is hunter Jadine Jedresko with her attitude toward the hunt: “I have a huge respect for each species that I hunt.… You take a picture because it’s a respect to that animal. Hunting is not about killing for me.”9

Taking pictures of an animal you’ve just killed as a sign of respect is an odd pairing, yet naturalists and trophy hunters do share some similar thoughts, especially the sense of achievement. If you think I’m stretching this, don’t forget that old-time naturalists, even Wilson, killed animals or birds if they suspected an undiscovered new species; a museum collection would be their destination. Wilson again: “My Papuan guides stopped hunting alpine wallabies with dogs and arrows, I stopped putting beetles and frogs in bottles of alcohol, and together we scanned the panoramic view.”10

While it’s beetles, frogs, and salamanders in this case, a century before it could have been something on the trophy-hunting scale (where do the animals in old-style museum dioramas come from?). But while some of that experience might be shared with hunters, the purpose is definitely not. Naturalists have their eye on both present and future, accumulating knowledge of what lives where, and preserving that record for the naturalists to come. Trophy hunters want to achieve bigger and more impressive kills, be photographed with them (posed, really), and the bigger the kill, the better. The size is both advertised by hunters’ photos on social media and, if it’s big enough, acknowledged by one of the hunting organizations that keep such metrics (see the quote from the trophy hunter earlier in this chapter).

So yes, biophilia runs through both the naturalists’ and trophy hunters’ experiences, but the goals couldn’t be more different. Both in a sense are extreme: Few people go to the lengths naturalists like E. O. Wilson and trophy hunters do to achieve their ends, but even as extremes they have something in common.

Pet owning is a strong expression of biophilia. It is probably the easiest too (other than couch-bound adventuring with David Attenborough), but bird-watching, whale-watching, gardening, visiting zoos, and collecting wildlife art would all qualify. But how far does biophilia stretch? Greyhound racing? Rodeo? Other sorts of hunting? People who participate in these activities argue that they respect, honor, and even love the animals involved, despite the obvious downsides for those animals. Can that really be called an outlying expression of biophilia? Does this really connect at all to pets?

The funny thing is that pets have been there all along; while Assyrian kings were killing lions at close quarters, dogs and cats were living quieter lives nearby. When President Teddy Roosevelt was gunning down big game, caged birds and goldfish were kept around the world. When the Hearst Garden of Comparative Zoology was thriving in the 1930s, dogs and cats were cementing their status as the most common animals living with people. Now, with pet numbers exploding, and increasing pressure on the illegal animal trade, with zoos committing to taking no more animals from the wild, pets are ascendant.

There are now several studies showing that pet ownership correlates with positive feeling about animals other than pets, such as farm and wild animals, as well as with pro-environment attitudes and even reduced eating of meat. Owning a pet encourages a closer and healthier relationship between humans and animals.11

Whatever value you would put on interactions with animals—of any kind—as we look forward to 2050, when two-thirds of all humans will be living in cities, you can envision how important pets will be to maintaining the human-animal bond. Animals as ambassadors, not targets.



	I. The originator of the term was the psychoanalyst Erich Fromm, who defined “biophilia” as “the passionate love of life and of all that is alive” (The Anatomy of Human Destructiveness [Henry Holt, 1973]).

	II. Trophy-hunting supporters (which surprisingly include organizations like the International Union for Conservation of Nature) argue that the money hunters spend to bag a giraffe or elephant supports local people and communities, preserves habitat, and ensures that conservation efforts will be sustained. Opponents contend that there’s no solid evidence for such benefits and suspect most of the money gets into the hands of less-deserving recipients.








– CHAPTER 2 – What Is a Pet?


A considerable body of evidence indicates that affection for animals is an intrinsic part of human nature that has shaped both who we are today and how we got here.

—John Bradshaw



In the introduction, I listed some animals and challenged you to decide on the spur of the moment which were pets and which were not. Let me now expand that list and try it again: an ostrich, an ocelot, a cocker spaniel, a white rat, a badger, a Bengal cat, a wolverine, a grackle, a lamprey eel, a ball python, a dung beetle, and a white-tailed deer.

A cocker spaniel, a white rat, and a Bengal cat are certainly pets. I once met a guy who had a wolverine living under the front steps that would come into his house and eat the dog’s food, but I’ve heard of no others. (I was standing inside the house while the wolverine was leaving, and I reached down and dragged my hand along its back as it passed by, allowing me to claim forever that I’ve petted a wolverine.) Ostriches have the disadvantage of being aggressive—especially during mating season—and requiring two-meter (six foot) fencing. But a ball python? There are lots of people who own one of those. You see them on the subway all the time. Dung beetles not so much (how do you feed them?), but stag beetles are a big hit in Japan.

It’s not that easy to come up with a strict definition of a pet. Online dictionaries coalesce around a small number of criteria: a domesticated animal, kept for pleasure or company rather than utility, and cared for. That covers most definitions, although affection for the pet is sometimes added, and Wikipedia clarifies the “rather than utility” argument by defining “a working animal, livestock or a laboratory animal” as a non-pet. However, this is not to say that a herding dog, a dairy cow, or a lab rat couldn’t become someone’s pet—it’s just that they usually don’t.

Animals that are wild, even if adopted and cared for, seem not to qualify because they’re not domesticated; that is, their offspring would not be tame but wild. As suggested above, animals that are provided shelter and fed, but that work for their humans, also fail to qualify—at least by these definitions. It’s also obvious that many animals would cross the lines between these definitions.

Katherine “Kasey” Grier, author of Pets in America: A History, expands on these definitions in a set of nine features of pets on her website.1 They’re worth reading, but I’ve briefly summarized them here.

The pet animal is chosen by one or more people who take responsibility for its well-being. It is kept in close proximity to those people, to whom it is a companion. It may be a source of pleasure, leisure activity, or social status. Grier goes on to argue that being a pet isn’t a permanent designation. In what might be a controversial point of view, she argues that “the status of the pet is contingent. An animal can be raised into the status of the ‘pet’ or lose that status through abandonment or other failures of care.”2

So what do you think? Is a puppy born to a feral mother a pet? Potentially yes, but it would have to be adopted to become one. Living feral from birth to death wouldn’t qualify by Grier’s criteria, and I agree with her.

Is a dog who belonged to a family but was abandoned and is now living unclaimed in a rescue facility still a pet? It is still being cared for, although perhaps not in an intimate, pet-like fashion, but I feel it’s still a pet, perhaps in the same way a retired athlete still carries the reputation he/she earned when active. Nonetheless, if that same dog ran away and lived the rest of its life in the wild, it would be hard to call it a pet. A wild dog maybe, but not a pet. A former pet.

Even this brief foray into what defines a pet makes one thing very clear: An animal on its own is not a pet. All definitions require the permanent presence of a human. An animal not cared for by a human is not a pet. Wild animals, even ones whose lives are intertwined with humans, like the chimpanzees at Jane Goodall’s Gombe, are not pets. The raccoon with a broken leg that is rehabilitated by animal rescue is not a pet.

It hardly seems necessary to have these definitions, because most of us know intuitively what a pet is, but it is important to underline the central role of humans because the science of pets is actually the science of humans’ relations with those animals we call pets. A pet needs those connections with a human mentioned above to be a pet. How did wolves become dogs? Their interactions with humans. What about the chickadees that come to my birdfeeder and take a sunflower seed from my grandson’s outstretched hand? They are habituated, not domesticated, so they’re not pets, but I feel affection for them. I doubt that affection is reciprocated, though, because if I stop putting sunflower seeds in the feeder, they will go elsewhere, and aside from checking out the feeder occasionally, I’m sure they won’t give me another thought. There’s also identity—I like all the chickadees equally, although I’m confident that every one of them that I was fond of three years ago is likely dead.

Katherine Grier’s list of pet criteria includes this: “The pet animal is kept as a companion or the object of emotional ties.” My chickadees fail the “kept as a companion” part of that, though they satisfy the “object of emotional ties.”

John Bradshaw, in his book The Animals Among Us: The New Science of Anthrozoology, agrees: “The animals we loosely refer to as ‘pets’ may still be many things beside companions. They may be equally valued for their physical beauty (show dogs), for their usefulness (gun dogs), or for their ability in sport (agility champions).… But all true pets have one thing in common: the affection of at least one person, who recognizes and values them for their qualities as individuals.”3

There’s that requirement again for both affection and companionship. How far would companionship extend?

In an article in the journal Anthrozoös in 2003, Timothy Eddy pointed out that “pet” can even describe certain humans, as in “a human who is treated with unusual kindness or consideration,” like a teacher’s pet. He then argued that the same definition could perhaps be applied to animals too: that is, a pet as “an animal who is treated with unusual kindness or consideration.” No other constraints. As Eddy then pointed out, many animals would then legitimately qualify to be called pets. The unclaimed dog in the rescue facility would still be a pet; my chickadees would be pets. Even animals protected by conservation edicts (“Please Slow Down—Wildlife Crossing”) could be considered pets.4

It’s an approach I like because it allows animals of which we are fond and protective to remain living their independent lives while still benefiting from our concern and generosity.

However, I’m afraid this might be a step too far for most. After all, in his book, Bradshaw makes a telling point: “Nowadays, eight out of ten pet owners consider their pets not just part of the family but as having equal status with the human members.” So much for my turtle, the two lizards, and definitely the ant colony. Bradshaw’s book was published in 2017; a Pew Research Center report on this subject in 2023 established that 97 percent of American pet owners considered their pets “to be a part of the family.”5 This broke down to (roughly) 51 percent declaring “as much as a human member,” but (roughly) 47 percent backing away slightly by saying “yes, but not as much as a human member.” Even with the equivocation, it’s a powerful comment on the status of both the modern pet and human members of pet-owning families.I

As far as I’m concerned, the emotional attachment is the strongest bond between human and pet, followed closely by—and connected to—a mental bond, a feeling that you have an idea of what your pet is thinking or why it’s doing something. I separate those two because your pet might well be doing something without thinking. And really, you likely have no idea what your pet is thinking. But as humans, the more we persuade ourselves that we can follow the brain workings of a pet, the more engaged we are.

Pet ownership of course isn’t limited to these two factors. Some pet owners sport their pets as fashion accoutrements, others as not-so-subtle statements of aggression. As interesting as these relationships might be, they’re outliers when it comes to the central reasons for pet ownership.


Are Humans the Only Species That Keeps Pets?

If pets are tied to humans, if you can’t have one without the other, are we the only species that has pets? You can find claims online that there are other “associations” between two different species that might remind you of a pet relationship, but they’re not. Koko, the famous captive gorilla in California, bonded with a kitten she called All Ball and was apparently delighted with the kitten’s company, but it’s not legitimate to characterize a relationship between an actual pet and a captive animal as something that might occur in the wild. A house cat and a wild gorilla would never encounter each other. Most of the other examples that have become popular have the same shortcoming: They are not wild animals, but have come together in some sort of refuge, an entirely unnatural situation. Tarra the elephant and her dog Bella, Amy the deer and her dog Ransom, Tonda the orangutan and her cat TK (short for “Tonda’s Kitty”)—all were living in artificial environments. And if you see a chimpanzee playing with a monkey in the wild and think “Look, it has a pet,” you are obliged to stay to the end of the scene when the chimp bashes the monkey’s head against a branch and eats it.

My favorite anthrozoologist (a researcher who studies the relationships between humans and animals), Harold “Hal” Herzog, had stated publicly that he believed there had never been a case of a wild animal taking a different species as a pet, but then, in 2004, he was contacted about an apparent exception to his rule. In Brazil, a band of capuchin monkeys was seen taking care of a marmoset, a different species. This was not a brief interlude either: The capuchins, primarily two different females, took the young marmoset (the biologists tracking the situation called her Fortunata) with them everywhere they went, fed her, made sure that she was safe as they moved quickly through the trees, and generally treated her as if she were a capuchin herself.

Herzog did mention that this too was not a 100 percent “wild” situation, given that these monkeys were living in a biological reserve and were provisioned with food, but you could tell his objections were tempered by the realization that this was as close as you could get to a natural setting. He pretty much had to rely on the admission that “Fortunata may be the exception that proves the more general rule that non-human animals don’t keep pets.”

This discussion about why so few—if any—other animals keep pets raises the question: Why do we? What’s in it for us? It turns out to be a complicated question with roots in evolution, extending far out to human health, both physical and mental.




	I. In an earlier Pew Research Center survey, they went so far as to compare how positively American adults felt about not just their dogs and cats, but also their mothers and fathers. Here are the rankings: dog, 94 percent; Mom, 87 percent; cat, 84 percent; Dad, 74 percent.








– CHAPTER 3 – When Did It All Start?

We have no real idea when our ancestors started to keep pets. As I’ve suggested, if current theories of how wolves eventually became dogs are true, pet-keeping might have begun thirty thousand years ago, but that is the foggiest image of an “origin” you could imagine. The uncertainty here is the direct result of lack of tangible evidence. And even when there is evidence, placing it in the historical context is a challenge. For instance, a grave in northern Israel that is at least 12,000 years old contains the remains of two individuals: One was an adult human whose sex is indeterminate because the pelvis was crushed; the other was a puppy that died at probably a few months old. It’s their postures that are intriguing. The human lies on his/her right side, head resting on the left wrist, while the left hand is draped over the puppy’s bones. It would be difficult to depict a close—probably emotional—relationship more vividly.1

A human, a dog—early traces of pet-keeping? Maybe, but in the same area, there is a mass grave from a few thousand years earlier containing the remains of humans and a variety of animals, including deer, gazelles, and tortoises; and one grave with a fox and a human decorated with red ocher dye. A human buried with a fox complicates the picture because there is no evidence that foxes were ever domesticated (at least until the twentieth century; see chapter 6). There is also an
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