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To Kathy, Matthew, Jason, Mike, and all my other relations




With their parallel lives, animals offer man a companionship different from any offered by human exchange. Different because it is a companionship offered to the loneliness of man as a species.

—John Berger, About Looking

I looked about me once again, and suddenly the dancing horses without number changed into animals of every kind and into all the fowls that are, and these fled back to the four quarters of the world from whence the horses came, and vanished.

—Black Elk in Black Elk Speaks
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Introduction

A Mystery

A few years ago, at an isolated camp on Alaska’s Kodiak Island, I walked up a path through the woods at the edge of a still lake. I was heading to the main lodge to meet my son, who worked there during his college summers. The light was fading. Usually when I walked this path, I was watchful. On this island, massive brown bears often followed the shoreline, sometimes wandering into the camp. But on this evening, my eyes were down as I thumbed through the contents of my wallet.

When I glanced up, I was startled by two piercing eyes. They shone like stars.

A black fox stood three feet in front of me. The foxes on Kodiak are among the largest in the world. This one was the size of a coyote. Its gaze was disconcerting, and it wasn’t budging. We stared at each other for what seemed like minutes but was probably only seconds. In those eyes I felt a distant kinship or perhaps only the suns of a parallel universe. The fox held perfectly still. Was it was anticipating food? Not likely. The lodge’s policy was not to feed wild animals. Or was it rabid?

I stepped forward. The fox moved aside and continued to watch. I lifted my hand and said, “I’m going to the lodge. Would you like to come with me?”

Earlier that year, I had noticed how aquatic iguanas and sea lions basked within inches of each other on the volcanic ledges of the Galápagos Islands. When I asked a naturalist how each species perceived the other, he said, “To the iguana, the sea lion is just another part of the landscape. That’s all.” To the fox, then, was I just another part of the landscape?

The British writer, painter, and art critic John Berger, in his famous 1977 essay, “Why Look at Animals?,” describes how a wild creature’s gaze unnerves us by forcing us to see ourselves across an abyss through an unfamiliar lens. The fox followed me toward the building. Several yards from the door, it veered off and dissolved into high grass.

Today I recall few significant details about most of the people I met that summer in that Alaskan camp. But the black fox’s eyes are still watching.

I often wonder about the quality and mystery of that encounter. Like many people, I had experienced similar moments, particularly as a boy, but had never really paused to think about their deeper nature.

During the following years, I have asked friends, colleagues, and strangers of different ages and cultures and professions—including scientists, psychologists, theologians, trackers, teachers, physicians, traditional healers, and one polar explorer—to describe their brief encounters and longer-term relationships with other animals, wild or domestic. Everyone had a story to tell: the glance of a kestrel on a fence or a pigeon on a sidewalk never forgotten; a cat who curled on a chest, warmed the heart, and somehow provided deliverance from depression; a dog who parented a child; a sounding porpoise; a whale’s eye; a stalking bear; a cougar at once there and not there. Even a protozoan, trembling beneath the lens, revealed openings to other worlds and to what I’ve come to call the habitat of the heart. The storytellers were often surprised by the meaning they discovered in their own tales. But that act of telling was part of the process of knowing, one that our ancestors would recognize.

There are at least two good reasons for further exploration of our personal relationships with other animals. One is human health and well-being. Since 2005, the number of studies indicating the psychological, physical, and cognitive benefits of nature experience has grown from a relative handful to nearly a thousand. Most of these studies have focused on the general impact of green nature in our lives—for example, how the proximity of trees can help reduce the symptoms of attention-deficit disorder in children. Today, researchers—including those within the traditional disciplines of biology and ecology and also those working in the relatively new and exciting fields of anthrozoology, ecopsychology, and animal-assisted therapy—are exploring the evolving relationship between humans and other animals. These studies reveal what Indigenous people have known all along. Though an encounter with any animal, wild or domestic, can sometimes be dangerous, our relationships with other-than-human beings can also have a profoundly positive impact on our health, our spirit, and our sense of inclusiveness in the world.

A second reason centers on the current condition of the natural world. In her Pulitzer Prize–winning book, The Sixth Extinction, science writer Elizabeth Kolbert describes the five mass extinctions during the past billion years and interviews the scientists monitoring the sixth extinction, which some predict will be the largest since the time of dinosaurs. Between 1970 and 2014, the global wildlife population shrank by 60 percent, according to the World Wildlife Fund.

To a species so familiar with the corrective features of Photoshop, the threat seems impersonal and unreal. In 2016, a year after Kolbert’s book was published, the electronic gaming magazine ZAM reported that the “explorers” of a self-generated universe depicted in the online game No Man’s Sky had discovered ten million virtual species in the first twenty-four hours after the game’s release. Creating or discovering new species seems easy in the imaginative space of a video game. Taking action in the physical world will require a more demanding leap of imagination, a journey into the habitat of the heart. By that, I mean that reversing or slowing biodiversity collapse and climate change cannot be accomplished solely through science, technology, or politics. We have much of the information we need already. Success will require a far larger constituency than what exists today, one with greater emotional and spiritual connection to the family of animals, recognizing in all nature the “inescapable network of mutuality” that Martin Luther King Jr. called for among human beings.

I’d like to think that the fox knew what it was doing that day. Its gaze snapped me awake to what I was already dreaming. It suggested a path.

Or perhaps I was just in its way, and it was telling me to pay attention.
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Oceanographer Paul Dayton telling his grandchildren the octopus’s story




Part one

Beautiful Acts

Life-Changing Encounters with Species Not Our Own
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And only then, when I have learned enough,

I will go to watch the animals, and let

something of their composure slowly glide

into my limbs; will see my own existence

deep in their eyes. …

—Rainer Maria Rilke, “Requiem for a Friend”






one

In the Family of Animals

Right now, my wife, Kathy, and I are living temporarily in an old stone cottage in the Cuyamaca Mountains sixty miles east of San Diego. The house’s twenty-nine-inch-thick walls were quarried from the site; at the end of the nineteenth century, the structure was an apple storage barn, and in the 1940s it was converted into a house.

The cottage once belonged to the late Scott O’Dell and his wife, Dorsa. O’Dell wrote Island of the Blue Dolphins here. Based on a real event, the novel tells the story of an Indigenous girl who lived for years stranded and alone with her dog on an island off the California coast. The book became one of the classics in young adult literature. After they divorced and Scott moved away, Dorsa continued to live in the cottage with her dogs. Up until her death at age ninety-six, she was known in nearby Julian, population fifteen hundred, for her feisty political views and her support for local artists, whose work and art, much of it devoted to the animal life in these mountains, decorates this book-filled home known as Stoneapple Farm. Kathy likens it to Snow White’s cottage.

Now, in the early morning hours and toward dusk, a flock of wild turkeys pokes and scratches and moves like an extra shadow through the live oaks and pear trees. Four mule deer arrive. They dip their heads to grass that has survived a long drought. One of the deer, a doe, limps. Two red-tailed hawks circle. One of them is particularly vocal, repeating plaintive cries to its mother, who is training it. An acorn woodpecker with his bright red helmet knocks on the woody parts of the cottage. I answer the woodpecker’s knock by pounding my fist on the inner wall. The woodpecker squawks what sounds like a four-letter word, then goes silent. When our sons visit, Jason, the older one, calls this a “neighborhood of animals.”

I have bonded with the barn cat on the property, who each morning brings us exactly one gopher head and, placed carefully two inches from the head, the gopher’s innards. Yesterday at dusk, I stepped in the latest gifted gut sack. In bare feet. This is not the kind of animal connection I currently have in mind.

At sunset, I walk alone a few miles along the narrow roads through the mountains and long stretches of brown grass. The fields and hills of oak darken. I watch the red strip over the distant Pacific fade. Bats flick through branches. On the darkening road, I meet a mother and her daughter dragging a deer’s leg. It’s a long story, the mother says.

Back at Stoneapple, I sit outside with the cat on my lap and stare up at the handwriting of the Milky Way. The cat looks up, too, then to the side and down. Later Kathy and I can hear thumping and skittering in the walls and attic. Squirrels, wood rats, mice, or raccoons from the neighborhood of animals.

In the morning, the property’s handyman arrives to plug entry holes and set live traps. As he packs up his tools, he asks me what I am working on. I tell him about this book. The handyman pushes his ball cap back on his head and says, “Yeah, I sometimes kind of think about animals as omens. I was driving up Pine Hills Road and this golden eagle swoops down right in front of my car, and I think, ‘Yup, that’s an omen of good things to come.’ Couple weeks later, I get the license to open my video store up there in Julian.” The handyman’s tale is an offhand remark. He didn’t consider it particularly unusual, just something that happens in everyday life. No big deal. But still.

When some people talk about their spiritual relationships with animals, it can be mildly off-putting. What if a person has never had a spiritual experience in nature? Such a story can be “alienating because it might sound so far out, hippie and silly,” says Mollie Matteson, a practical wildlife biologist. Or because it is told to cast an air of specialness on the storyteller. Or it suggests that an experience with another animal must be larger than life: a bird in a burning bush, an encounter with a four-legged deity on the road to Yellowstone. Matteson has a point. Then she too admitted to a profound experience of her own, with bats—actually, the bones of a bat. That story, which I share with you later, redirected her career and life.

This afternoon, I’m staring at the ground squirrels from the kitchen window. They dig their burrows under large slabs of granite that have been smoothed by wind and water and the feet of deer and long-ago Kumeyaay and present-day suburbanites from San Diego. Young or old, the squirrels scurry across the rocks, dip into holes, pop up from the leaves, do their work, talk their squirrel talk, and walk their squirrel walk, always vigilant. Their pups bounce, jump, and wrestle, filled with what seems like teasing humor. They remind me of my sons when they were small and how Jason and Matthew, now men, still grapple playfully in the first hours of a visit with their parents.

I realize in this moment that I have never really seen ground squirrels. I had looked but dismissed them as poor excuses for squirrelness. But here they became personal. I Googled them (of course) and learned that California ground squirrels lead a complex life. They try to protect themselves from their nemesis, the rattlesnake, not only with watchfulness and conversation but also by chewing shed snakeskins and licking the scent onto their fur. Then they lick the bodies of their pups, passing along the chemicals that may provide some protection. The wiry, common little ground squirrels enrich my day. I find them to be beautiful.

For years, Jan van Boeckel, a Dutch artist and naturalist, has argued that science and the environmental movement need art and heart, that without a commitment to beauty both are diminished—and so is morality. Recently he wrote to me about the work of Norwegian ecophilosopher Arne Naess. Following Immanuel Kant, Naess makes a distinction between a beautiful act and a moral act. When people fulfill a moral obligation, they often feel compelled to go against their own inclinations, against what they would normally want to do. “A beautiful act, in contrast, is an act where one acts with one’s inclinations; one acts in a moral way because that is what one wants to do,” wrote Van Boeckel. “We can learn to identify with other humans, with animals and plants and even ecosystems. This takes a process of spiritual and psychological maturation. By thus identifying with the earth, we want to protect it and by doing so we are actually not acting against our deepest inclinations.” The desire to act beautifully—rather than merely morally—is something that can be nurtured at a very early age. It is, he continued, “a way to go forward for the environmental movement.” And, setting politics aside, for all our relationships.

To fully protect anything, we must know it, love it, act in mindful reciprocity—giving back to animals as they give to us. Engaging with animals and then telling our stories of these encounters can be beautiful acts. Our future with other animals and each other, as individuals and within society, are in fact shaped by the stories we tell. They can offer redemption and hope if the heart is generous. In our everyday lives and in our organizational and civic policies, we can choose empathy over separation or superiority. We can take strange comfort in the knowledge that zebra finches experience REM sleep, that dolphins recognize themselves in mirrors, that our early ancestors may have been domesticated by wolves.

Through critical anthropomorphism, a process explored in more detail in chapter 5, we can become the bear from that wild world. We can be mindful of every experience with animals, even in the most densely populated cities, and by doing so begin to imagine a different future for the children of all species. We can learn from the wisdom of our pets and the languages of birds and be touched by the mystery of the wild animals that pass through our neighborhoods at twilight; we can choose to go forward to nature while combining new technologies, “biophilic design” (which incorporates natural elements into our built environment), and the rest of contemporary science with ways of knowing that are older than humankind. We can create places of healing for our own and other species. We can share all this with the young and with children who might otherwise never hear the profound near-silence of an owl’s wings in flight.

Through these beautiful acts and the stories we tell, each of us can experience a deeper connection to our own lives and then give thanks. The poet Mary Oliver writes:


Whoever you are, no matter how lonely,

the world offers itself to your imagination,

calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting—

over and over announcing your place

in the family of things.



A few days ago, I heard from my friend Anne Pearse Hocker: “I have wanted to ask you for a while, why don’t you and Kathy have pets?”

We did have pets for most of our lives, but two final trips to the vet, for Rex the wonderdog and Binkley the cat, were two too many. Then, when Kathy’s mother was dying, that caregiving consumed her for a long while. Now, however, we’re thinking about pets again—or companion animals, as some people prefer to call them. Anne wrote back encouragingly:


Even with a travel schedule, a couple of rescue cats would fare just fine. They need “staff” more than constant interaction. I hope your cat or dog (or both) finds you. Adopting a rescue animal saves two souls, usually. I have rearranged my life to accommodate the critters who share it. But I’m kind of a nutcase for animals. They die young, in our terms. But their lives are still rich and meaningful if we let them have the chance.

If you are going to be away a lot, I’d suggest you adopt two animals, so they have each other. I adopted two who had been given up when their owner went into a nursing home. The easiest adoption I’ve ever done was my thirteen-year-old black Lab rescue from Idaho, Old Bob. Nobody wanted a thirteen-year-old Lab. Bob fits in like he’s been with me all his life, and for whatever time he has left, he is having fun, chasing balls and patrolling the perimeter. He was already trained, mellow, grateful, and sweet. His teeth are awful, but everything else seems to be working. He will not spend his final months or years in a shelter wondering what the hell happened.



In kind, loving, conflicted ways, people are reaching out to animals, our fellow travelers. Around the world, good-hearted people are becoming the New Noahs, creating new habitats for wild animals or operating rescue centers for abused dogs and birds with broken wings. As animals save us, we discover new ways to save animals. The Book Buddies program of the Animal Rescue League of Berks County, Pennsylvania, for example, invites children to visit the shelter and read to cats waiting for adoption. This helps the children practice reading and offers the cats affection while they wait. Simple. Effective. Literacy and empathy are surely related. As we include more of Earth’s creatures in our lives, the definition of family grows richer. I’m thinking of two older women in our former neighborhood who have lost their spouses and are living alone. Each of them rescued a dog from the pound and cannot imagine life without them.

Consider again my friend Anne. She has lived a life of adventure and conflict and loss. She has experienced the world through innumerable prisms, often through the senses of other animals and people who touch her heart. In 1974, she talked her way into the American Indian Movement’s church occupation at Wounded Knee in South Dakota (the site of the 1890 massacre of three hundred Lakota by the U.S. Cavalry) and brought her camera. Her photos of the occupation are now housed in the Smithsonian. She later became a news photographer for national TV networks, married a country doctor, moved to the mountains of Virginia, and became a wildlife rescuer. She remembered:


I would be up all night bottle-feeding orphaned infant squirrels, doing my best to be a surrogate mom and worrying about them when they were old enough to release. Taking care of injured wildlife took me from a life of TV journalism, where I always had a bag packed and my passport current, to analyzing the protein composition of various wild mammals’ milk and facing a constant chore list of cages to clean. I knew I had crossed the divide when CNN called me to be part of an all-woman crew for a trip, and I hesitated a second, looking at the four baby fox cubs someone had just brought me as the only licensed wildlife rehabilitator in the area, and I told the caller that I was booked and gave them the name of my fiercest competitor to call. Never heard from them again.



Anne continued to care for injured animals, including an old red-tailed hawk with deteriorating vision, possibly a released falconry bird. “Had I followed the regulations to the letter, I would have been forced to have her euthanized,” she wrote. “I chose instead to let her live out her days in a covered flight pen in the woods next to the house, surrounded by the sounds of nature with which she was familiar. She learned to know my voice and touch and would eat unencumbered off my fist.” From falconers in the area, Anne also learned about the ancient art of hunting with trained birds of prey. She tenderly cared for the old hawk until it died of old age, after which she went through the lengthy training and regulatory process to become a falconer.

She understands the moral objections many people have to hunting, but she does not agree with all of them, particularly when related to falconry. “Hunting with a raptor for its food took me from being an observer of the surrounding habitat to an active participant in the daily life of animals,” she said. She explored the woods in the surrounding region with a mission, taking mental inventory of who lived where. Finding fields where her hawk could hunt rabbits or squirrels became a consuming journey, and when some of those fields were bulldozed for a strip mall, the rabbit nests, fox dens, and old oaks with squirrel nests felt like a personal loss. “I had seen how hard these animals had worked to stay alive. And when the dozers and chain saws arrived, it was game over for them.”

Not long afterward, widowed and in her sixties, Anne left Virginia and roamed the western states in an Airstream trailer with the companionship of two falcons, two old dogs, two rescue cats, and a very nervous pigeon named Pauline. They are her family now.




two

The Aching Heart

The cacophony and distraction of modern times make it difficult to experience life fully. Bleating car alarms, grinding leaf blowers, and the nearby freeway interrupt sleep, thinking, emotions, and conversations. Social media does have certain charms and in some cases brings us together. But for many people, electronic connection is metastasizing into electronic overconnection, overwhelming our capacity for patience, interrupting the focus required to build real-time relationships, and herding people into unforgiving political tribes.

This state of constant interruption began long before the internet or power tools were invented. In 1802, the English Romantic poet William Wordsworth composed a sonnet titled “The World Is Too Much with Us,” in which he blames the Industrial Revolution for substituting our connections with nature with the dissipations of materialism:


The world is too much with us; late and soon,

Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers;

Little we see in Nature that is ours;

We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon!

This Sea that bares her bosom to the moon,

The winds that will be howling at all hours,

And are up-gathered now like sleeping flowers,

For this, for everything, we are out of tune;

It moves us not. …



In the so-called information age,* humans are even more out of tune. As during the First Industrial Revolution, technology is a primary suspect, but not the only one. A thirteen-year-old girl told me once that she was tired of hearing people say that technology is ruining children, insisting instead, “Children are ruining technology.” Only a teenager could say such a thing with such authority. But she had a point: digital tools do not kill souls; people do, with a little help from their gadgets.

Nonetheless, a perfect storm of digital distraction, fear of strangers, poor urban design, competitive overscheduling, and economic insecurity does tend to separate us from one another and the natural world. As a result, alarming new research suggests the growth of what some health officials call an epidemic of loneliness. Epidemic may be an exaggeration (and creativity often depends on solitude), but as former U.S. surgeon general Vivek H. Murthy writes, “We live in the most technologically connected age in the history of civilization, yet rates of loneliness have doubled since the 1980s.”

A 2006 study by the University of Arizona and Duke University revealed that surveyed Americans had a third fewer close friends and confidants than they did two years earlier, and the number of people who had no friends more than doubled during that time. In a 2010 survey on loneliness, AARP estimated that 42.6 million American adults over age forty-five suffer from chronic loneliness. According to recent census data, more than a quarter of the U.S. population lives alone, over half are unmarried, and marriage rates and number of children per household have declined. Of course, solitude or singlehood does not automatically indicate social isolation, and many adults would argue that being single can be less isolating than living in a dysfunctional nuclear family. But the Economist reports that in Britain “half a million people regularly go up to a week without seeing anybody.” In 2017, at the 125th annual convention of the American Psychological Association, Julianne Holt-Lunstad, professor of psychology at Brigham Young University, presented an analysis of 148 U.S. studies showing that greater social connection can reduce the chance of early death by 50 percent. A second review of 3.4 million people in North America, Europe, Asia, and Australia, found that isolation, loneliness, and living alone were equal to or exceeded other well-accepted risk factors such as obesity for early death.

The findings of other research are particularly disturbing. Psychologist Jean Twenge at San Diego State University found that people who spend more time in front of screens and less time in face-to-face social interactions are more vulnerable to depression and suicide. A 2018 generational study by Cigna, the global health insurance company, surveyed 20,000 U.S. adults and concluded that each generation, oldest to youngest—from the Greatest Generation to boomers to millennials to Generation Z—is more socially isolated, with the Greatest Gen the least lonely and Gen Z the loneliest. It’s possible that older people are more likely to minimize their feelings and younger people are more likely to reveal them, but these findings challenge the traditional assumption that social isolation is experienced most acutely by the oldest generation. No generation should feel isolated. But what does it say about the direction of society when the younger adults are, the lonelier they may feel?

Species Loneliness

At the same moment that social interactions among people are becoming more digital and less personal, there is an isolation of another kind forming: species loneliness—the gnawing fear that we are alone in the universe with a desperate hunger for connection with other life. Believers in a personal God may feel they are not alone, and yet as we move away from nature, they too sense an absence. All of us are meant to live in a larger community, an extended family of other species.

The term species loneliness was introduced in a 1993 article in Environmental Ethics by Michael Vincent McGinnis, an author and editor of books about ecology and bioregionalism. Nearly two decades later, he writes, “Species loneliness in a wounded landscape moves us to want to restore our relationship with place and others, or to put it another way, modern humanity yearns to reestablish and restore an ecology of shared identity.” An individual or family cut off from positive social contacts with other people is more vulnerable to alcoholism, depression, bullying, and abuse and is more easily controlled. Cult leaders understand this too well. Likewise, our species’ vulnerability to all manner of pathologies grows with our distancing from other species. Without contact with other-than-human kith and kin, the family of humans loses comfort, companionship, and perhaps even the sense of a higher power, however one defines it.

This hypothesis is supported by over a decade of research showing the positive impacts of nature connection on individual human health and cognition, as well as the health of communities. This body of research is relatively new, and proponents of a new nature movement are taking it to heart. An increasing number of physicians—particularly pediatricians and psychologists—are no longer satisfied that pharmaceuticals and traditional counseling alone can reverse the social isolation, depression, and substance abuse experienced by so many people, especially young people. Some now write “nature prescriptions” to encourage families to spend more time outdoors, preferably in a natural setting. Parks with the most biodiversity have the greatest beneficial impact on human psychological health. While green spaces can bring joy and reduce our stress, a deep connection to other animals has a special power to deliver us from our isolation, both as individuals and as a species. To a degree, some people are self-medicating with animals. Consider the dramatic growth in much of the Western world in the number of pets and the industries that surround them. Over the past decade in the United States, the growth in pet ownership has outpaced total household growth. Younger generations lead the pack: eighteen- to thirty-four-year-olds are the most likely to own a pet—and of young adults who don’t have a pet, a whopping 43 percent say they want one in the future.

One might ask: If our pet population is growing, why would someone need more contact with wild animals? Companion animals differ from us in ways that are easy to forget, and we tend to perceive them as part of our immediate family. To assume that pets and other domestic animals alone can fill the void of our species loneliness is like saying the only human social contacts we require are within our own nuclear family—that we don’t need our extended family, friends, or neighbors. The truth is, we humans need all the other-than-human friends we can get.

Like wind in advance of a storm, the approaching choices offer danger and possibility.

Identifying the names of geologic periods can be tricky, but the most generally accepted version holds that the current epoch began at the end of the Paleolithic Ice Age, when Earth warmed and the world’s human population began to expand rapidly, leading to ten thousand to twelve thousand years of human development, including the rise of civilizations. In 2000, atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen, among others, focused public attention on human activities that had become so powerful a force that we now shape the very systems and conditions that regulate life on our planet. Scientists can point to empirical evidence: half the world’s large rivers are dammed; 20 percent of our planetary landmass is used for agriculture; our plastics, and their derivatives, permeate nearly every living thing; our carbon pollution is largely responsible for the rapidity of climate change*; our habitat destruction contributes to biodiversity collapse and ongoing mass extinctions. Perhaps 95 percent of the land-based vertebrate biomass is made up of pets and livestock living in human-created monocultures.

American biologist and researcher Eugene Stoermer came up with the term “Anthropocene” to define an age of human domination, and Crutzen brought it to public attention, beginning with a conference in 2000. In 2015, a working group of the International Commission on Stratigraphy—the largest and oldest scientific body within the International Union of Geological Sciences—formally recommended that the commission declare the end of the Holocene epoch and the beginning of the Anthropocene epoch, and this was endorsed in 2016 by the Anthropocene Working Group of the International Union of Geological Sciences, but the official determination has, at this writing, not been made. Nonetheless, Crutzen and many other scientists believe the planet has already transitioned into the Anthropocene—with suggested starting points ranging from the beginning of the First Agricultural Revolution thousands of years ago to the first detonation of a nuclear weapon in 1945. Harvard professor E. O. Wilson imagines the logical conclusion of the Anthropocene as a planet on which only people, agriculture, and domesticated animals remain. “Will we stop the destruction for the sake of future generations,” he asks, “or go on changing the planet to our immediate needs? If the latter, planet Earth will enter a new era of its history … time for and all about our one species alone.” He refers to that interpretation of the Anthropocene as the age of loneliness.

But wait, isn’t there a more aspirational way to think about the next epoch?

The late Thomas Berry, a Catholic priest whom in 1989 Newsweek called “the most provocative figure among the new breed of eco-theologians,” often used the word communion to describe what he considered our connection with the divine in nature: “The universe is a communion of subjects, not a collection of objects.” An object can be owned, abused, or thrown away; a subject, by his definition, is not inferior to other subjects and can have rights. In this spirit, he proposed an alternative age. Rather than an age when humans assume total control of nature, he offered the “Ecozoic era,” a geologic era of mutualism in which humans use both technology and spirituality to live in harmony with nature.*

Similarly, the Australian ecophilosopher Glenn Albrecht argues for a new epoch that he says should be called the “Symbiocene” (from the Greek symbiosis, or “companionship”). He introduced this concept in 2011 “as an almost instinctive reaction against the very idea of the Anthropocene.” The scientific interpretation of the word symbiosis “implies living together for mutual benefit. … As a core aspect of ecological and evolutionary thinking symbiosis, and its associated symbiogenesis, affirms the interconnectedness of life and all living things.”

Though they use different terms, Berry and Albrecht point in the same direction: away from an age of loneliness and toward an age of connectedness.

An Altered View of Human Exceptionalism

To compress the almost incomprehensible enormity of life into easier-to-digest pieces, we tell ourselves stories. Nearly every society’s origin myth—its primary story and the ongoing mythology that follows—features animals in starring roles, including talking animals. This is because they have something to say to us, or at least we think they do.

In distant ancestral time, writes John Berger, “animals constituted the first circle of what surrounded man. … Animals first entered the imagination as messengers and promises.” They continue to live in our imagination, a territory easily forgotten or unacknowledged. In today’s contrasting era of algorithms, life is tested, sorted, branded, and polled; experience is reduced to that which can be counted at the most basic level. The habitat of the wild heart defies numerical measurement and so goes undervalued—or demands a different system of value.

For centuries, at least within circles of industrial power, the dominant cultural and sometimes scientific frame for nature has been reductionist, mechanistic, and exploitative. However, today a new generation of researchers, therapists, and educators is challenging human exceptionalism. As toolmakers and communicators, we once thought of our species as sole proprietors of planet Earth. No longer. Humans are still generally considered fundamentally different from other animals—in that a wolf does what a wolf does while a human makes moral or intellectual choices of a different order. But even those distinctions are being questioned.

We humans are not the only story. Intelligent life populated Earth long before we came on the scene. Now we know that humans and whales share specialized neurons associated with higher cognitive functions, including self-awareness and compassion, and that these neurons may have developed in parallel. These neurons bloomed in whales thirty million years before our own. Long before Genghis Khan or René Descartes walked the earth, dolphins were conversing and communing.

Interest in the powerful and mysterious bond between humans and other animals is expanding. So is the research. A relatively new multidisciplinary subset of ethnobiology called human-animal interactions, or anthrozoology, also known as human–nonhuman animal studies (HAS), is cutting new trails at the forward edge of this frontier. HAS spans several disciplines, including social sciences such as social work, sociology, anthropology, psychology, and political science as well as veterinary medicine, zoology, and other natural sciences. It focuses on the development of an expanding consciousness of the beneficial and detrimental relationships between humans and other animals. As environmental philosopher David Abram puts it, some people are defying the dehumanizing aspects of modern time by “becoming animal,” pursuing an integration with what he calls the “greater than human” world. Researchers are deepening our understanding of interspecies and extraspecies communication, and the coevolution of humans with other species. They also study animal intelligence, zoonotic diseases (passed between humans and other animals), and how human settlements can be integrated with other life.

It’s true that some people still believe we are at war with the rest of nature. They point to the “invasion” of raccoons and deer and coyotes in our cities; or, from another side of the battlefield, factory farming or the destruction of biodiversity. And yet other people are becoming gentler with the animals around them.

In 2016, a research team led by Kelly A. George of Ohio State University updated groundbreaking research done nearly four decades earlier by ecologist Stephen Kellert. Kellert had examined American attitudes toward nature, and George’s work revealed substantial and unexpected societal change since that 1978 survey. The work of George and his team detected what appeared to be growing public concern for the welfare of both wild and domestic animals. Why? Writer Brandon Keim offers a possible explanation of the study’s findings in the journal Conservation, in an article with a surprising title: “America Is Becoming a Kinder, Gentler Place (toward Animals, Anyway).” Since Kellert’s earlier survey, “the loss of biodiversity has accelerated,” Keim notes, citing George’s study. At the same time, he adds, “the science of animal cognition has produced overwhelming evidence for intelligence” within the animal world. Partially as a result, animal-welfare issues have moved into the culture’s mainstream awareness, “people in the U.S. generally feel more kindly toward wild animals,” and attitudes have improved most toward “historically stigmatized species” [, including] sharks, bats, vultures, wolves, and coyotes.” He adds, “The only species whose reputations dropped substantively are raccoons and swans, though people still quite like them.”

Perhaps the most powerful factor is human loneliness and, undergirding that, our species loneliness. People once lived closely with other animals, but over the centuries and particularly in the past half century, people withdrew from contact with wildlife and farm animals. As our lives become more technological and fearful, we adopt more pets and pull them closer. And yet we still feel drawn to the wild ones. Now something is turning. Chickens, ducks, and goats are returning to backyards. Our disconnection from other humans and other species fuels the growing use of animal-assisted therapy to help people with mental and physical disabilities. And as if called, wild animals are appearing in our suburbs and cities in unprecedented numbers. This new proximity is driven by development patterns and the rule-changing forces of climate disruption. New rules present dangers to both people and to other animals. They also offer new opportunities to rediscover our lost intimacy with the living world, including our fellow humans. In the darkness at the edge of town, or even next door, wild animals begin to change in fascinating ways. So do we.

 

* Or, rather, the disappearing information age, as all magnetic media degrade over time. Old-fashioned acid-free paper remains the trustworthy, long-term storage medium.

* Climate change terminology is fluid. In 2019, the Guardian newspaper replaced “climate change” with “climate emergency” and “global heating” in its stylebook. Other terms are also used, depending on context, including “climate breakdown” and “climate disruption.” Currently “climate change” remains the most commonly used term.

* The concept of the Ecozoic era was developed by Brian Swimme and Thomas Berry in their coauthored The Universe Story from the Primordial Flaring Forth to the Ecozoic Era: A Celebration of the Unfolding of the Cosmos (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1992) to describe a geologic era in which humans once again live in a mutually enhancing relationship with Earth and the Earth community but using new tools and a higher power to get there. “What Does Ecozoic Mean?,” Ecozoic Times, ecozoictimes.com/what-is-the-ecozoic/what-does-ecozoic-mean/.
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The Mind-Altering Power of Deep Animal Connection

One morning Lisa Donahue walked into her dining room and saw her six-year-old son, Aidan, and their large retriever, Jack, stretched out together on the dining room carpet. Both were facing away from Donahue. The boy was stroking the dog’s side. Then she heard her son say quietly, matter-of-factly, “Mommy, I don’t have a heart anymore.”

Startled, she asked her son what he meant.

“My heart is in Jack.”

She watched them for a while, in the silence and peace.

This permeability of the heart (or soul or spirit or neurological connection) occurs naturally when we’re very young. Some people continue to experience it throughout their life, though they may have no words to describe it. They experience it with their companion animals and, if receptive and given a chance, with wild animals, too.

Each animal we encounter has the potential to become part of us or part of who we could become. If we meet them halfway.

Indigenous traditions are fully accustomed to this approach to physical and spiritual existence. The American transcendentalists of the nineteenth century also saw the divine in nature. That movement’s leader, Ralph Waldo Emerson, wrote of the “great nature in which we rest, as the earth lies in the soft arms of the atmosphere; that Unity, that Over-soul, within which every man’s particular being is contained and made one with all other; that common heart.”

More recently, nature essayist Barry Lopez, in “A Literature of Place,” wrote, “If you’re intimate with a place, a place with whose history you’re familiar, and you establish an ethical conversation with it, the implication that follows is this: the place knows you’re there. It feels you. You will not be forgotten, cut off, abandoned.” Our attachment to the natural world is “a fundamental human defense against loneliness.” Lopez was primarily describing the ways land shapes our inner landscape. Animals, wild and domestic, also do this.

Habitat of the Heart

We live in fragile worlds. Two are familiar. The first world is the outer habitat of land, air, water, and flesh, the one that supports biological needs of humans and other animals. The second world is our highly individualized and private inner life.

Then there is a mysterious third world, the shared habitat of the heart. This is the deep connection between a person and another animal. It is the permeability of empathy. It is the connection that extends from within us, across the mysterious between, and into the other being. If we’re lucky, we feel something almost indescribable in return. We can learn to enter this habitat at will. This transportive leap can change our lives and the lives around us for the better.

These definitions are imprecise, not an exact map but more of a metaphorical guide to thinking about our relationship with the natural world. The naturalness of this border-defying communion, as Aidan experienced with his dog, tends to fade when childhood ends. A teenager, before the demands and realism of adulthood set in, may still yearn for such encounters, even subconsciously. What if more young people experienced such transcendent, mind-altering encounters with urban birds or suburban coyotes or a rescue dog? Might a so-called at-risk teenager—or any of us—experiencing such a rite of passage set out on a different path to the future?

A few years ago, I had coffee with my friend Scott Reed at a local bookstore. By profession, Scott builds relationships. He works as a community organizer, often through churches, in poor neighborhoods around the United States. Scott is fascinated by transformative encounters. Paraphrasing twentieth-century German Jewish religious philosopher Martin Buber, Scott said, “The soul is over there—not in heart or head. But over there.” Buber’s mysticism focuses on the encounter and dialogue between humans: “When two people relate to each other authentically and humanly, God is the electricity that surges between them.”

“This is what Buber called the sacredness of the ‘I-Thou’ relationship,” Scott explained. “The divine is in you as well as me, and you discover it in relationship.”

The I-Thou relationship is quite different from the more common “I-It” relationship, which is based on what one can get from another person. In his famous 1923 essay, “Ich und Du,” Buber writes, “No purpose intervenes between I and You, no greed and no anticipation; and longing itself is changed as it plunges from the dream into appearance.” Buber is primarily focused on the power of relationship between human beings and between humans and a Western definition of God. But his description of the I-Thou relationship might also be applied to the relationship between a human and a member of another species.

Recently diagnosed with aggressive stage 3 cancer, Scott continues to work and travel. He described how one evening when he’d returned from a long trip, even before his family could welcome him, his large dog leaped up and did what he had never done: pushed Scott back and held him, wouldn’t let him go. “What was that?” he asked. He felt it was something older and larger than recognition or affection. “That relationship is in the web of life I sense when I’m in nature. My breathing is easier there, the oxygen is plentiful, the smell of the leaves, the breath of life—all of it is connected.”

We finished our coffee and stood up to leave.

“How do you articulate such a mystery?” he pondered aloud. “The philosopher [Kurt] Gödel has written about the ‘incompleteness theory,’ that in any system there are truths that cannot be proven. That’s what you’re getting into when you try to name the essence of divine relationship. Trying to show something that all the evidence points to but still can’t be proved. This is familiar to those of us who are convinced that there is a mystery beyond us.”

This essential connection or communion with other creatures—this habitat of the heart—is fragile. It needs nourishment to survive, as do they and we.

The heart is a useful metaphor, and perhaps more. An emerging area of neurological inquiry suggests that the heart is a mindful muscle; it resides in a complex physiological part of our body where we feel emotions in ways not yet fully understood. Living more in the moment, as other animals likely do, we are more mindful—more heartful. The heart—in reality or as metaphor—does not exist in isolation. It exists in its own habitat, which contains it but extends beyond self-awareness to other hearts.

In other contexts, this space of connection goes by other names. In the arts, the word lacuna describes the seemingly empty but powerful space in a story; in music, it is the pause or passage in which no notes are played, allowing the listener to feel or project meaning.

Michelle Brenner, a pioneering conflict manager in Australia, prefers the word liminality, a concept developed in the early twentieth century to describe the threshold stage between a previous and a new way of perceiving one’s identity—sometimes referring to the between stage in an initiation. “In some cultures,” she writes, “the liminal space is seen as sacred, to be respected and is holy, something ‘out of this world.’ … In other cultures, it creates anxious uncertainty, fear and disapproval.” This betweenness can be found everywhere in nature: between the seasons, at the river’s edge, between bioregions, at the borders of things, between two living beings, and, in Brenner’s words, in “the undecided moments when we are neither here nor there.”

The liminal space is where relationship occurs, where it breaks and can be healed. When Brenner applies the concept to conflict resolution, she describes this space as not fixed. It can be created, it can morph, and it can be perceived as a safe place for curiosity and repair. “In fact,” she argues, “it is this very state that is required for relationships to shift, raising questions such as are we still enemies, or are we now turning towards repairing and reconstructing trust?”

There are as many descriptions of the place of connection as there are cultures, including especially those of Indigenous peoples. It is at once strange and familiar.

In human relations, love alters reality. We go mad with love. Limerence is the word for that. The chemical reaction that accompanies human love is measurable but defies full explanation. So it is with our deepest bond with other animals.

A friend who spends most of her waking hours in New York City once told me about an encounter with a pigeon—“a pigeon!” she emphasized—that left her speechless. As she walked to work, she passed the bird on the sidewalk. They looked at each other, and she felt “transported.” She used that word. Transported. My friend is not a person inclined to seek a shift in consciousness, but there she was on the sidewalk, with that pigeon. In that moment she felt inexplicably touched, elevated. She felt as if she had entered that bird’s world, and it had entered hers.

“It’s like an altered state. But without drugs,” she said.

And unlike drugs, it’s generally free of charge, and with no known negative side effects. Depending on the animal.

The Land of Giant Ants, an Unexpected Urchin, and a Moving Protozoan

In “Why Look at Animals?,” John Berger observes that the animal scrutinizes the human, and the human sees the animal, even if the animal is domesticated, “across a similar, but not identical, abyss of non-comprehension,” of ignorance and fear. “And so, when he is being seen by the animal, he is being seen as his surroundings are seen by him. His recognition of this is what makes the look of the animal familiar. And yet the animal is distinct, and can never be confused with man. Thus, a power is ascribed to the animal, comparable with human power but never coinciding with it.”

Some have argued that the human gaze across that divide disrupts the world of the other animal, harms it. Surely, in many cases, that does occur. But here’s another possibility: when two creatures, one of them human, meet each other halfway across the abyss, both enter a world of potential.

Writer Jay Griffiths studied English literature at Oxford University; spent years living in a shed on the outskirts of Epping Forest, a former royal forest on the border between northeast London and Essex; and, to research her book Wild, journeyed among the Inuit people, spent time with Amazonian shamans, and researched other Indigenous cultures. She is now based in Wales. When I asked her about her most illuminating experience with another animal, she spoke of ants:


I once spent hours watching ants in my garden. It all began with a fleck of apple which fell to the ground, and one ant approached. It tried to move it and couldn’t. Then another arrived, and they pushed and dragged at the little crumb. The more I watched, the more the scale of the world altered, as the tiny piece of apple started to look larger and larger to me, as I felt the effort of the ants to move it. More ants arrived, one climbing on top of the tiny bit of apple, almost as if it was directing proceedings, or just curious. They did, together, begin to move it, and the episode became a strangely intense time, as I realized that in the nature of deep concentration, I had lost track of time, but also that I had, in the end, utterly lost track of scale. After some long time, I suddenly looked up, and my garden (a tiny little plot of land) looked like a massive and endless forest.



For those gifted hours, Griffiths was released from ego. How many of us remember, when we were three or four, losing ourselves among the ants?

This suspension of time and scale often occurs amid peak experiences with other animals. At the time Griffiths was thirty-eight, though she felt as if she were eight. For her, the encounter not only stopped time but reversed it as well.

For generations, Siddharth Iyengar’s family lived in Bangalore, India. Growing up as an urban child, he considered insects “just things to be avoided! Kitchens were always in constant battle against ants and cockroaches. Mosquitoes were a constant irritation while sleeping,” he recalled. Later, as a biology graduate student in St. Paul, Minnesota, he awakened to the lives of insects. “We discussed how cockroaches will most certainly outlive human beings on this planet, even if we have a nuclear war. That gave me new respect for them, and I began to watch them instead of immediately trying to crush them.”

Returning to India, he was taught by a friend to move slowly outdoors, to shift his focus from the birds, and to pay attention to what was just ahead of his feet. “The two of us were always the last in any hiking group.” While doing fieldwork in a tropical rainforest in northeastern India, he and his friend would sit down to rest. “A dazzling variety of butterflies would settle on our socks, shirts and hats, feasting on the salt left from our sweat. I learned then to be absolutely still at the end of a long field day, sit quietly and let the butterflies slowly get comfortable and settle on me.” All of this happened in slow motion. Like Griffiths, he learned that scale is the cousin of time. “It still humbles me, when I think about what I appear to be, in the perception of an insect.”

Adriana Gonzalez told me about a similarly affecting experience. Born and raised in Lima, Peru, where she studied marine biology, she went to work for a marine conservation organization in 2012. One morning at a beach at Los Frailes, an Ecuadorian marine national park, she put on her mask and fins and headed to the deep blue water, determined to spend an entire day under the sea. Beneath the waves, colorful fish surrounded her. The bubbles above were, as she put it, “the only sight of airy Earth.” She surfaced and a monarch butterfly hovered in front of her. Turning, she saw the green riparian forest in the distance. She dived to the bottom, where something grabbed her attention.


I swam straight to it. It was round, purplish and rosy with hundreds of little inquisitive tube feet. I was enthralled; I held this strange creature on my hand. I noticed hundreds of small and blunt spines. … With her tube feet, she was knowing me by touching every part of my sensitive fingers. It felt so good. She was massaging me. I was so mesmerized by her presence that I forgot that I was not a mermaid. I had to go up for air. Sadly, I said good-bye. But she didn’t let me go. Her hundreds of tube feet suck hard and stubbornly at my skin. Finally, I nestled her at a nice spot at the bottom and said, ‘Farewell beautiful strange thing!’

Some weeks after that, my old marine biologist mentor told me that this sea urchin was a poisonous species. The one I encountered had a hidden, stinging spear. But that day I never felt threatened.



Or was she simply lucky that she didn’t give it a squeeze? Had Gonzales known the danger, she probably would have—and should have—avoided touching the sea urchin. She had never been interested in urchins before that dive, had in fact found them repellent. But because of what she brought to the moment, she discovered the animal’s beauty and more. She felt a kinship with it, which may have been her own projection, or something shared beyond reason, but that matters less than the fact that her unexpected urchin has never left her.

Through a lens brightly, Rick Kool experienced a similar moment of enlightenment with a most unlikely creature. Kool is an associate professor in the School of Environment and Sustainability at Royal Roads University in Victoria, British Columbia. He combines brilliance with fun and a streak of the contrarian. He grew up in Boston, with a love of all living things. “But in truth, my feelings have never been really strong for anything with a backbone: vertebrates are overrated, and I’ve known that since I was little,” he said when I interviewed him in 2015. “It is the beasts without backbones that have always grabbed my attention, and some of my most powerful teachers have had neither hair, fur, feathers, nor scales.”

He was the first member of his working-class family to finish high school or go to college. His dream as an eighteen-year-old was to become a marine biologist. To help support his studies and finances, he looked for a work-study job, hoping for something better than stacking trays in the school cafeteria. That search took him to the lab of Arthur Borror, a zoology professor at the University of New Hampshire, who offered him his dream job. Borror studied the ecology of single-celled marine animals, “critters,” as Kool put it, that ranged in size from around one-tenth to three-quarters of a millimeter. From Borror, Kool learned the skills of a microscopist and field researcher.

He spent long, immersive days out in the salt marshes of coastal New Hampshire collecting samples and bringing them back to the lab for study. “I loved the hours I spent investigating these tiny creatures,” he recalled. But he didn’t really get the connection that Borror had made with the protozoans until he had spent a year working with him. One day Borror introduced Kool to Roman Vishniac, “a wonderful Russian microscopist” famous for, among other things, returning the water from the ponds he studied back to the ponds. “Concerned about the needless loss of life amongst those little tiny creatures, he returned them, after study, to their native habitat.” To Kool, that underscored a reverence for life. And then a protozoan jolted Kool’s
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