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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Many people disapprove of calling a people, practice, or belief “primitive” these days, on the grounds that the word smacks of antiquated beliefs about the superiority of modern Western culture and the inferiority of peoples less technologically “advanced” (another tricky word). I, however, have always liked the sound and feel of primitive, and dislike the idea that just because it was used poorly for a while it now can’t be used at all. In what follows, it should be kept in mind that, of its several dictionary meanings, I generally intend its first (“of or relating to an earliest or original stage or state; primeval”) rather than its second (“characterized by simplicity or crudity; unsophisticated”).

This book started out with the working title The Divine Life of Pets, but shifted to its current one after I noticed two things: first, it’s really not “pets” I’m talking about, but all animals; second, even if I were just talking about pets, the word would still be best left out of the title, as pet is becoming, in our politically conscious world, ever more of a loaded term. Animal companion is fast becoming the favored term for a domesticated animal kept for pleasure rather than utility, and while I see the logic of this switch, the term doesn’t always flow easily off the tongue—or onto my computer screen for that matter. Consequently, while removing it from the title, I’ve chosen to keep the word pets in my text. All the same, the impetus behind the move away from the word pet is, as I try to show in the story I tell here, a laudable one. It acknowledges what every pet owner knows: that the animals we keep are not possessions but fellow travelers on our life’s journey, and it is precisely by being both (a) animals and (b) companions that they perform a dual service: not only are they our friends, but they are links back to a time when the shape and character of that journey was very different than it is now. As the novelist Milan Kundera wrote, in a passage that (if we substitute animals at large for dogs) could serve as a fitting epigraph for this entire book: “Dogs are our link to paradise. They don’t know evil or jealousy or discontent. To sit with a dog on a hillside on a glorious afternoon is to be back in Eden, where doing nothing was not boring—it was peace.”


INTRODUCTION


The eyes of an animal1 have the capacity of a great language.

—Martin Buber (1878–1965)



The world is well supplied with interesting books about animals. Some focus on animal behavior. Some discuss the complex—and often controversial—subject of animals and ethics: how we should behave toward our fellow creatures, what rights they do or don’t have, and what responsibilities we humans have toward them as a result. Others discuss the fascinating subject of communication between humans and animals: whether certain nonhuman creatures possess at least the rudiments of language, and what possibilities there might be for genuine communication between them and us if they do.

This book isn’t about any of those things. I can think of no better way to explain what it is about than to tell the story of a small white dog that I met on the Yucatán Peninsula in the fall of 1974.

I was twelve at the time, tagging along with my father while he, my stepmother, and two other friends toured the region as part of the research my father was doing for a book on its ancient pyramid cultures. Pyramids and temples interested me not in the least at that age, and while the adults around me focused their attentions on one ancient pile of rocks after another, I looked for animals.

Most children like animals to some degree, but there’s a certain kind of young person who does more than just like them: he identifies with them. For this latter kind of child, animals are more consequential, more congenial—and in certain ways at least, more real than humans are. If childhood is a period in which we are coaxed, willingly or otherwise, out of a state of natural innocence and into a state of acculturation to the human condition, animal-oriented children have a larger-than-average suspicion of this transition. For them the trade of animal innocence for human knowledge is one that’s quite simply not worth making.

That was the kind of kid I was. So while the cultural aspects of my father’s Yucatán adventure left me decidedly indifferent on that trip, the sea and jungle and the creatures that filled them gave me plenty of reason to be glad I’d been brought along all the same.

Not that all the animals I encountered were all that alien or exotic. In fact, the first ones I usually saw in each new town or city we visited were dogs. They were everywhere: hovering at the fringes of the outdoor restaurants where we ate, lounging in the courtyards of the hotels—hungry, obsequious, and always ready to bolt at the first sudden motion from a human.

Though few people seemed to be interested in doing so, these dogs were easy to win over if you cared to try. Approaching them slowly and holding out my hand, I’d find that all but the most skittish would soon start wagging their tails and crowding around, overjoyed—or so it seemed to me—that someone was at last paying them a little attention. It didn’t hurt if you had some food to offer as well, and in more than one of the endless string of hotels we stayed in, my father, looking around for some bag of restaurant leftovers he’d set aside, would learn with irritation that I had parceled it out to whatever particular set of dogs were camped outside.

On the day in question we got up early and took a two-hour jeep ride to a set of ruins deep in the jungle. Near the ruins were a small group of huts, one of which had a generator-powered cooler full of soda and beer, and a grubby but serviceable snack counter. Lounging in front of the counter was the usual handful of dogs. My eye immediately fell on one of them—a singularly small, singularly pathetic-looking white female that didn’t look like she was more than a few months old. Thumping her bony tail in the dust as I approached, she responded to my outstretched hand with tentative, sheepish, but scarcely concealed excitement. At last, her look seemed to say, someone’s noticed I’m here.

This dog, who I christened Penny in honor of a single small copper-colored spot on her shoulder, followed along as we toured the temples, her tail swinging with such enthusiasm that it kept threatening to topple her over. Penny was so painfully thin that I decided I’d give her an extra-large portion of my lunch when we were back at the storefront.

Once we got there, however, my stepmother read my mind.

“Ptolly,” she said as one of our guides handed me a plate of tortillas, chicken, and beans, “don’t feed that dog.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s not respectful to the people who live here. They have little enough as it is, and it’s rude to throw food away right in front of them.”

“Giving food to a dog isn’t throwing it away,” I said acidly.

“It is when you’re in a country like this,” my stepmother said. “You can’t get emotionally attached to every animal you see down here. It isn’t realistic.”

Before we could get any further in our conversation, one of the guides came over and—not with excessive care but not roughly, either—swept Penny up in his hand and set her down behind a low wire fence enclosing a few scraggly chickens. Smiling what seemed to me a genuine smile (rather than the phony-friendly one that I noticed a lot of the natives gave the rich visiting gringos) he said something to us in Spanish—too quickly for me to understand.

“What did he say?” I asked my stepmother.

“He said don’t worry about feeding that dog. It won’t live more than a few days anyhow.”

It was a strange moment: one in which four different perspectives on the world (mine, my stepmother’s, the guide’s, and last but not least, Penny’s) met and faced off, like cars at a prairie intersection. Realistic: Just what, I wondered, did this word really mean? I knew that my stepmother was accurate in suggesting that I’d picked Penny out of a world of possible creatures to feel sorry for—that my near-instant emotional attachment to her was somewhat arbitrary. Moreover, the plate of food I was pondering giving to Penny was made up, in part, of chickens that no doubt had recently been chasing each other around the dirt just like the still-living ones before me now were. What about them? And—now that one had gotten on that tack—what of the cows that had furnished the leather of the shoes I was wearing? The first inklings of a vast, confusing, and exhausting universe of animal-rights issues spread itself out just about anywhere I looked, and just because Penny was more endearing than a chicken, more vulnerable-looking than a cow, that did not mean it was necessarily correct of me to elevate her to a status of greater importance than them.

But Penny and I had connected. I had looked into her face and seen something there—something that made me want to give her a name, and that had raised her instantly and irreversibly out of the realm of abstraction. The “emotional attachment” I’d struck up with Penny made her, in my eyes at least, more real than everything else around us. And if ignoring that fact, if eating my lunch right in front of her while pretending she didn’t exist, was the kind of realism the adult world demanded of me, then the adults were welcome to their realism. I’d stick with my own brand.

I walked over to the fence and looked down at Penny. Tail wagging and oblivious to my stepmother’s and the guide’s comments, she continued to stare up at me with that same wild look of hope—only slightly diminished now by the wire that separated us. It was a look that, I suddenly realized, I was starting to hate. I hated it because every time I saw it in the faces of the dogs I met down here in this picturesque but somehow horrible place, I was doomed to disappoint them. Beyond a pat on the head and a few scraps of food, what did I really have to give these animals? Not a thing. When I left—in fact, the instant I turned my gaze away from them—they went right back to being what they had been before I arrived: mere things on the periphery of a world full of other, much more important things.

I waited till my stepmother and the guide had turned their attentions elsewhere, then picked a large piece of chicken from my plate and dropped it in the dirt in front of Penny. As she wolfed it down, I turned and walked away.

My father had seen what he needed to see of the site, and with lunch done we climbed into the jeep and started the long, bumping ride back to the hotel. Staring out at the jungle flashing past, I watched for birds and other interesting animals, and did what I could to push Penny out of my head.

But she wouldn’t go. Not completely at least. Thirty-some years later, in fact, she’s still there: a dime-a-dozen, parasite-infested, little white mongrel dog staring up at me over a crummy wire fence, her tail going a mile a minute, her expression full of hope and the promise—if not the actuality—of happiness.

In the years since that day, I’ve become a member in good standing of that worldly-wise adult community which, back when I was twelve, I had such ambivalent feelings about joining. I have a job, a mortgage, and as solid a grasp of what can and can’t be expected from life as my stepmother could ever have wanted me to. In short, I’ve learned how to be realistic.

But that hasn’t prevented me, every now and then, from asking myself certain unrealistic questions—and it’s when I do so that Penny is most likely to come to mind. What, exactly, was Penny in the end? When, as surely happened, she died a few days or weeks after I last saw her, what remained of her beyond the few negligible pounds of fur and flesh that had made up her physical body? What, to get even more specific, became of that sparkle of hope (for as decidedly human as that word is, it is still, I believe, the only correct name to give it) that I’d seen so clearly in her eyes? Did it vanish completely, or was there something—some infinitely mysterious nonmaterial core of Penny-ness—that did not disappear when she breathed her last?

For many people, of course, these kinds of questions sound more than unrealistic; they sound outright absurd: the softhearted, sentimental, screamingly anthropomorphic fantasies of someone unable—or unwilling—to see the world as it actually is. But is the world as it actually is really the cruel, final, and un-forgivingly one-dimensional place it (admittedly) so often seems to be? Or is there another part of the world—a part we don’t see most of the time, but of which we catch a glimpse when we establish even the briefest of connections with another living creature? “At the center of our being,”2 wrote Thomas Merton in a celebrated passage, “is a point of pure truth, a point or spark which belongs entirely to God…. It is like a pure diamond blazing with the invisible light of heaven. It is in everybody, and if we could see it, we would see these billions of points of light coming together in the face and blaze of a sun that would make all the darkness and cruelty of life vanish completely.”

Merton was talking about people here, not animals. But in spite of this, he surely would not have disagreed with the idea that behind the look that that small white dog gave me from behind that chicken-wire fence that day in the Yucatán there lay a genuine being. A being that, though perhaps not in the exact manner of human beings, blazed with the invisible light of heaven all the same.

Penny, then, must have had a soul.

Wait a minute. A soul? Even when they’re not sure exactly why, most people sense that to connect the word soul to the word animal is to stray onto dangerous ground—to call up old and no doubt tediously complicated arguments between the kinds of people (Greek philosophers, medieval Church fathers) who were more than ready to put aside whole sections of their day to chewing over such matters.

These dry and dusty arguments do indeed exist—plenty of them—but we don’t have to be philosophy professors to understand the basic questions that define most of them. That’s because these questions come to us by themselves, usually at a very early age. A friend of mine once told me that the first genuine distinction her daughter learned to make as a young child came when she was watching a colony of ants that had invaded their upstairs bathroom. “Moving,” said the girl, pointing to one ant hurriedly making its way across the white linoleum. “Not moving,” she said of another ant—a dead one—that lay off and away from the rest.

That moving/not-moving distinction is the birthplace of all soul philosophies. Move derives from the same root that gives us the word emotion. Things that move physically—animate beings—share a bond with us, and when those things stop moving, something deep inside us recognizes and responds to that loss. “Where did it go?” children often say when the living body of an animal or insect suddenly goes still. It’s this strange disappearance, this vanishing of the mysterious “it” that made the animal or insect body move, that makes us first realize that the physical body in and of itself—this thing that moves for a while and then stops moving once and for all—cannot be all there is to the picture: that there must be something more.

In many languages, the word for soul is the same as the word for breath. Nephesh, for example, the closest equivalent to soul in the Hebrew Bible, is what God breathes into the nose of Adam after he has molded him from the clay of Eden. Throughout Genesis and later on in the Bible as well, the word can connote either physical breath, immaterial spirit, or both at once. As R. B. Onians, professor of Latin at the University of London, points out, nephesh “is clearly something in man (or any other animal)3 which is necessary to life and with which life is closely bound up. So Michal, David’s wife, told him: ‘If thou save not thy nephesh tonight, tomorrow thou shalt be slain.’”

Nephesh in its spiritual sense is not, however, some generic, nonmaterial juice that powers us the way electricity powers a robot. It’s more personal than that. Indeed, our nephesh is what makes each of us who we are. As Professor Onians writes, it’s “the chief designation4 of the conscious self.”

Blood—that other most important life-sustaining substance—is connected with soul almost as inseparably in the ancient world as breath is. The English soul comes from the Anglo-Saxon sawol, which like the Hebrew nephesh, the Latin anima, and the Greek psyche, hooks up frequently in the ancient mind not just with breath and movement, but with blood as well. Spilled blood, if the air around it is cold enough, gives off steam, and in the Iliad and other ancient texts where copious blood is spilled, the departing soul-stuff often takes a foglike or steamlike form. Going back to Genesis, Abel’s blood could cry from the ground after it was spilled by his brother Cain because that blood still carried his actual, personal life-essence—his Abel-ness—within it.

Anima is also the root of the word animal, and the idea that humans alone possess a soul or spirit that goes elsewhere when the body dies would not have made much—or any—sense to the archaic mind. When, in the lines quoted above, Professor Onians describes nephesh as inhering in man “or any other animal,” he is not saying anything that an ancient Hebrew would have disagreed with. For though humans stand apart in the Bible as uniquely inspired examples of God’s handiwork, they are not in any fundamental way removed from the rest of creation because of this.

At least they weren’t until something went wrong. It is with the Fall, and only with the Fall, that Adam and Eve first sense that they are somehow set apart from animals, and from the rest of creation as well. Not coincidentally, this is also the moment when death first enters the picture—the same death that, when we discover it as children, alerts us that something is somehow amiss with the life we have been born into down here in the world.

What happens to a child, how does he or she react, after the where-did-it-go question has been asked? Stephen Webb, in his book Of God and Dogs, tells the story of something that happened to him as a very young child—so young, in fact, that he only knows the details because his mother described them to him later. “We were in a post office,”5 Webb writes, “and she [his mother] turned away from me for a moment, only to be startled by loud cries that she knew were mine. When she found me, a woman apologized to her, explaining that she had accidentally stepped on a ladybug that I had been following across the floor, and that had sent me into tears.”

Here’s another story. “Many years ago,” a friend of mine wrote me recently, “my four-year-old son and I were watching a TV documentary about seals. The way I remember it, the seal family was swimming happily around in the icy water, when some humans came along and killed the mother. The baby seal swam over, taking in the terrible new situation. Seeing this, my normally quiet, calm little son went to pieces. ‘Why?’ he asked, ‘is the baby seal crying?’ He must have seen lots of TV death by then, but it was as if the horror of death suddenly hit him for the first time.”

Most of us can conjure up a memory like this. It’s the moment when we as individuals reenact what Genesis describes happening to humankind at large: the moment when we fell away from that initial state of simplicity and innocence where we had lived as one with nature, into a world that is no longer either simple or innocent or, unfortunately, entirely good.

“Children often identify6 with animals in ways that amuse and frustrate us,” Webb writes about his memory of the ladybug in the post office, “spending emotion with an abandon that adults, with their thrifty investments and prudent decisions, cannot afford.”

It was, of course, precisely that impractical abandon that my stepmother was trying to warn me about that day down in the Yucatán. And on one level she was absolutely right. If any of us walked through life in a state of genuine childlike openness to the dramas that unfold around us—on either the animal or the human level—few of us would make it to lunch without being destroyed by them completely.

But even if we have no choice but to adapt ourselves to the rules of life as we find them down here in the world of the moving/ not-moving—the fallen world of alienation and loss and hard, cold, adult practicality—that doesn’t mean the story necessarily comes to a halt with this accommodation. And just as animals are always present in stories of the fall out of original innocence (be they of an entire people in distant centuries past, or of a single child playing on the floor of a post office), so, too, are they present when people speak of the unfallen realms of spirit that we may someday once again find and reenter.

In what is probably the single best-known passage of writing about our relationship to nonhuman creation written in the last century, the naturalist Henry Beston wrote that


we need another7 and a wiser and perhaps a more mystical concept of animals. Remote from universal nature, and living by complicated artifice, man in civilization surveys the creature through the glass of his knowledge and sees thereby a feather magnified and the whole image in distortion. We patronize them for their incompleteness, for their tragic fate of having taken form so far below ourselves. And therein we err, and greatly err. For the animal shall not be measured by man. In a world older and more complete than ours they move finished and complete, gifted with extensions of the senses we have lost or never attained, living by voices we shall never hear. They are not brethren, they are not underlings; they are other nations, caught with ourselves in the net of life and time, fellow prisoners of the splendor and travail of the earth.



Though of course I didn’t have the sophistication to voice it in anything like those terms, that “more mystical concept of animals”—that wise-yet-innocent manner of looking at nonhuman creation—was precisely what I was obscurely groping for that day when I met Penny. There had to be a way of coming to grips with our mutual situation as earthly creatures that was realistic—that stood up to the adult world with its adult meanings—but that nonetheless allowed me to acknowledge that glint of immortality I saw so clearly in her eyes.

That new-yet-old vision—that recovery of a way of understanding animals that will allow us to see them as the genuine soul-beings they are and always have been—is what this particular book on animals is all about.
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Mystery

A Little Man in a Bunny Suit

At the age of twenty-four, on a whim, I became the owner of a Netherlands dwarf bunny named Angus. Physically, Angus was about the size of a softball, but in terms of personality he soon established himself as considerably larger. My then-girlfriend Sarah and I moved around a lot in those days, but wherever we went, Angus went with us. Whether I was waiting tables in Massachusetts, working as an office temp in New York, or finishing the manuscript of my first book in a beach apartment in San Diego (ironically enough, on those same ancient Mesoamerican pyramid cultures that I’d found so boring at age twelve), Angus was always there, ready to cheer Sarah and me up with his quirky little repertoire of habits. When he was feeling feisty, Angus would charge back and forth and thump his back feet on the floor. In more-relaxed moments, he’d stretch himself out on his side like a cat—something neither Sarah nor I had ever known rabbits did. Sometimes, waking up from a nap on our futon, I’d find him perched—alertly as usual—on my head.

Up to that point, my experiences with small, warm-blooded pets had been confined to gerbils, mice, and guinea pigs. These animals were fine as far as they went, but there was, I had learned, only so much that could be expected from them personality-wise. When I first brought Angus home, I’d had no great expectations from him in this department, either. He was, I figured, simply about as much of a pet as Sarah and I, given how much we moved around and how little an idea we had of what we were doing with our lives, could handle.

But right from the start, Angus proved me wrong. Though most of what he did was indeed very predictable and clearly directed by instinct—that basic Rabbit 1.0 operating system that he, like every other member of his tribe, came into the world possessing—he went about these activities with a certain unmistakable individuality—one might even say a style.

You could see this individual spin Angus put on his rabbit behaviors in all kinds of places—from the curiously nonchalant way he had of holding a stalk of alfalfa with his front paws as he munched his way down it, to the ever so slight but unmistakable look of bemusement he would get on his face sometimes when he was just sitting around. Just a rabbit? No way. Angus was Angus.

Through a Human Lens

Not that these qualities appeared with such clarity to everyone else. “I can’t believe the way you two anthropomorphize that animal,” my best friend Greg—a chemist’s son with a considerable knowledge of science—would say as he watched us fussing over our tiny surrogate child. “Do you know how big his brain is?” (Matters were not helped in this regard by Sarah’s habit of calling Angus her “little man,” as she would every morning when she let Angus out of his cage with a cheery “And how’s my little man today?”)

I knew Greg was right—at least technically. Sarah and I did load Angus down with a little more in the way of human qualities than he was capable of carrying. But that was what people had always done, right? All you had to do to see that was look in a medieval bestiary, with its wildly unrealistic drawings of animals, accompanied by long lists of their Christian virtues and vices, or open one of the books on mythology that I kept lined up on the floor next to our futon for consultation while writing my book on ancient Mesoamerica. An illustration in one of these books—a translation of the Popol Vuh, the sacred book of the Quiche Maya Indians of Guatemala—always made me think of Angus in particular. The illustration was from an ancient Mayan ceremonial vase, and featured a creature with a rabbit’s head and a human body dressed in Maya garb and crouched, pen in hand, over a ceremonial jaguar-skin scroll. “Rabbit scribe,” said the caption below this figure—summing up in two words the basic nature of the human attitude toward animals since time immemorial. When they looked at animals, people never saw them as they really and truly were. Whether it be thick or thin, dirty or clean, we humans always looked at animals through a lens: the lens of our humanity. Even scientifically minded people like Greg, I suspected, didn’t see the actual animal when they looked at a creature like Angus, but rather a furry little robot: a residue from the early, ultra-mechanistic days of modern science when all of nature was seen as one big, dead, empty machine. From primitive tribes to medieval peasants to modern scientists, no one saw animals with total clarity. So who could blame Sarah and me if we too indulged in a little of this kind of creative license with our curiously personable pet rabbit?

An Unfair Fight

In addition to the other uncertainties in our life, Sarah and I would sometimes argue and break off our relationship for periods. During one of these separations, she moved out to San Diego with Angus while I stayed behind, back East. I was halfway through my book on Mesoamerica when, over the phone, we decided to get back together again. In the spring of 1989, I loaded up my car with my bulky second-rate computer and all my boxes of myth-and-religion books and joined her out West.

By the time I showed up at the ratty if pleasant Pacific Beach apartment Sarah had rented just twelve blocks from the ocean, Angus was having issues with his new place of residence. Specifically, he had developed a flea problem.

“He’s so small,” Sarah would say as Angus came to an abrupt halt in the middle of the brown shag carpet in the living room and started scratching himself furiously. “It’s not a fair fight.”

Sarah went to the vet and got some flea shampoo, and from then on Angus received regular baths in our kitchen sink. Angus hated these baths, and Sarah and I didn’t like giving them to him, either. There was something about the way the water reduced Angus—taking away his absurdly fluffy, cuddly, children’s-book rabbitness and transforming him into a wet, squirming, ungainly creature with oversized back feet and a racing heart—that brought both of us up short. Angus, we’d realize in such moments, was indeed neither a little machine nor a little man in a bunny suit. But he very definitely was a mortal creature—one that was destined to be with us for only a limited amount of time.

So it went for several months. We’d towel Angus off and send him back about his business, and for a while the scratching would stop. But then it would start up again, and we’d have to put him back under the tap for another noxious bath. Sometimes, in addition to the scratching, Angus would be overcome with short but violent fits of sneezing. Other times he’d lie sluggishly, refusing to hop and stomp around for days at a time. We took him to the vet, but other than advising us to keep him extra warm right after his baths, they couldn’t tell us anything.

That fall, I finally finished my book on ancient Mesoamerica and sent it off to the publisher. To celebrate, I invited Greg out from the East Coast for a visit. One day during this visit, he, Sarah, and I went down to spend the day just across the border in Tijuana. We got back to the apartment in the early evening and found a cloth draped over Angus’s cage. A note from our roommate Cindy, who worked the morning and evening shifts at a restaurant, lay on top.

“Dear Sarah and Ptolemy,” the note read, “please prepare yourselves before you look in Angus’s cage. When I got home today he was no longer alive.”

I lifted the cloth, and there was Sarah’s and my little ball of personality lying on his side, stock-still.

A Quarrel in Paradise

In an essay called “Why Look at Animals?” the novelist and critic John Berger quotes a story from the Nuer people of the Southern Sudan about how the present world came into being. All creatures including man, says this story, “originally lived together1 in fellowship in one camp. Dissension began after Fox persuaded Mongoose to throw a club into Elephant’s face. A quarrel ensued and the animals separated; each went its own way and began to live as they now are, and to kill each other. Stomach, which at first lived a life of its own in the bush, entered into man so that now he is always hungry. The sexual organs, which had also been separate, attached themselves to men and women, causing them to desire one another constantly. Elephant taught man how to pound millet so that now he satisfies his hunger only by ceaseless labor. Mouse taught man to beget and woman to bear. And Dog brought fire to man.”

Something about this myth of human and animal origins had struck me with particular vividness when I’d first read it several years before—right around the time Angus had come into our lives. I liked the way it described the loss of direct kinship between humans and animals in practically the same breath as it described an implicit drop down out of a world of pure spirit. I also liked the emphasis on the fact that need had entered into the world along with this drop: the need to work and to procreate, the need for one group of animals to prey upon another, the need to kill and to avoid being killed. On the package of Angus’s favorite brand of pet snack—a stick made of compressed seeds—there was a cartoon that always amused Sarah and me. A rabbit and a guinea pig were pictured chipping away at one of the snack sticks with pickaxes. “They must work for every bite,” said the caption. “That is nature’s way.” That did indeed seem to sum things up. Struggle and strife, work and death: these were the fundamental realities faced by every creature that was born into this hardscrabble physical world of ours.

Or were they? For though the cartoon suggested that pets 
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