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Praise for Animal Madness

“[A] lovely, big-hearted book . . . brimming with compassion and the tales of the many, many humans who devote their days to making animals well.”

—Emily Anthes, The New York Times

“This is a marvelous, smart, eloquent book—as much about human emotion as it is about animals and their inner lives. Braitman’s research is fascinating, and she writes with the ease and engagement of a natural storyteller.”

—Susan Orlean, bestselling author of Rin Tin Tin, Saturday Night, and The Orchid Thief

“Animal Madness is a gem.”

—Marc Bekoff, Psychology Today

“Illuminating . . . Braitman’s delightful balance of humor and poignancy brings each case to life. . . . [Animal Madness’s] continuous dose of hope should prove medicinal for humans and animals alike.”

—Publishers Weekly

“[Written with] equal parts rigor and compassion, Animal Madness is a moving, pause-giving, and ultimately optimistic read.”

—Maria Popova, Brainpickings

“This book should be required reading for veterinary and animal science students and for all who have any professional dealings with animals, wild and domesticated.”

—Dr. Michael Fox, St. Louis Post-Dispatch

“In the hands of an observant and engaging writer like Braitman, this story is an outstanding example of a rigorous investigation presented in a most accessible way. Readers will also be rewarded by the deep compassion and gratitude she shows for all her subjects, both the animals and the humans who care for them.”

—The Bark

“In the tradition of Marc Bekoff and Virginia Morell, Laurel Braitman deftly and elegantly makes the case that animals have complex emotional lives. This passionate, provocative, and insightful book deeply expands our knowledge and empathy for all species—especially, perhaps, our own.”

—B. Natterson-Horowitz, M.D., and K. Bowers, coauthors of Zoobiquity: Astonishing Connections Between Human and Animal Health

“Where the BuzzFeed Animals page, for example, urges us to see animals as an undifferentiated mass of squee-worthy fluff, Braitman wants us to take animals seriously—to see them as individuals with life histories and psychologies as dramatic and intense as our own.”

—The New Yorker

“Humane, insightful, and beautifully written, Animal Madness gives anthropomorphism a good name. Laurel Braitman’s modern and nuanced definition of the word helps animals, helps people, and bolsters the connection between the two. Her thought-provoking book illuminates just how much we share with the creatures around us.”

—Vicki Constantine Croke, author of The Lady and the Panda and Elephant Company

“Animal Madness is the sanest book I’ve read in a long time. Laurel Braitman irrefutably shows that animals think and feel, and experience the same emotions that we do. To deny this is crazy—which is why this fine book should be required reading.”

—Sy Montgomery, author of The Good Good Pig

“Fascinating.”

—New York Post

“Compulsively readable and thoroughly engaging. Laurel has the rare gift of being able to combine ideas, research and personal experience into a compelling narrative. Yet behind the engaging tone and the lightness of touch there is a deep seriousness, as indeed there should be. For the ideas that animate Animal Madness are of the greatest urgency and importance.”

—Amitav Ghosh, author of River of Smoke, The Glass Palace, and The Hungry Tide

“There is much here that will remind readers of Jeffrey Moussaieff Masson—a gift for storytelling, strong observational talents, an easy familiarity with the background material and a warm level of empathy. . . . Engaging . . . Sparks curiosity.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Loving animals is easy. Thinking clearly about them can be almost impossible. Only a writer as earnestly curious as Laurel Braitman—so irrepressibly game to understand the animal mind—could draw this elegantly on both the findings of academic scientists and the observations of a used-elephant salesman in Thailand, on the sorrows of a famous captive grizzly bear in nineteenth-century San Francisco, and the anxieties of her own dog. Animal Madness is a big-hearted and wildly intelligent book. Braitman rigorously demystifies so much about the other animals of our world while simultaneously generating even greater feelings of wonder.”

—Jon Mooallem, author of Wild Ones

“The wonderful thing [Braitman] discovered is that it is possible for animals to heal, a message crystallized by her encounters with ‘friendly’ gray whales who sought out human contact, even though they still bore harpoon scars from the whaling days.”

—Booklist
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To all the animals I’ve loved before, especially Lynn, Howard, and Dr. Mel
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You see a dog growls when it’s angry, and wags its tail when it’s pleased. Now I growl when I’m pleased and wag my tail when I’m angry. Therefore I’m mad.

The Cheshire Cat to Alice, in Lewis Carroll, The Annotated Alice

Some day I’ll join him right there,

but now he’s gone with his shaggy coat,

his bad manners and his cold nose.

Pablo Neruda, “A Dog Has Died”



Foreword

A few months ago I was walking down a coastal trail north of San Francisco when I realized I was in love. The object of my affection was trotting ahead of me on a mysteriously urgent errand to smell a blackberry bush.

His name is Cedar and I am his human and he is my dog and he looks, depending on whether he’s curling his tail up over his back, like a tiny Akita or a dark fox.

It was my friend Vanessa who made sure I adopted him. I’d been in Portland less than two hours when she loaded me into her van and drove me to the Oregon Humane Society. I’d been talking about adopting a dog for a while but I was hesitant. When you’ve known loss—messy, broken, snot-sobbing loss—it takes bravery and more than a smidgen of self-delusion to let yourself become completely and totally enamored with someone else again. Even if, maybe especially if, that someone is a dog. For reasons that this book will make clear, opening myself up to another canine took me awhile. I was hesitant, cagey, and a little nervous. I was not, however, cynical.

I didn’t notice Cedar on our first visit to the shelter. Instead I’d asked to see a glossy black Labrador that turned out to radiate anger at other dogs simply for existing. It was on our second visit that we saw Cedar. He was mopey and sharing his cage with a shepherd mix. I took this as a sign that he wasn’t inherently angry. He also had soft pointed ears and looked like he was wearing white athletic socks on his front paws. When Vanessa pressed her hand against the chain-link of his enclosure, he padded over and leaned his weight into her, casting his eyes mournfully upward and sneezing. In the cement meet-and-greet area Vanessa gave him bits of cheese from a tube while I followed him around asking pointedly: “Are you my dog? Can you tell me if you have separation anxiety? Please don’t have separation anxiety. Also, are you housebroken? Please be housebroken. How do you feel about boats? Cats? Strangers?”

According to his chart, Cedar had been given up twice, once at six weeks old, and then again two years later. He’d been microchipped and when the shelter called the number linked to his chip they were told, “We don’t want him anymore.” No one would tell me why. It’s possible that no one knew but I think that it’s more likely no one was talking because they wanted this furry, sad little creature to find a home where people expected the best of him.

For some reason I cannot entirely explain, I did.

So far it’s working out really well. This is mostly because I hired a dog trainer to teach us how to behave. Her name is Lisa Caper and when she pulled up to my house for the first time, wearing a T-shirt with a version of Shepard Fairey’s iconic Obama/Hope image reimagined as a terrier with his head cocked and the word adopt written in giant block letters—I felt like everything was going to be okay. Things are also working out simply because Cedar is being himself. He has an inner calm and sturdy athletic confidence that my last dog did not. Most of Cedar’s problems, or I should say, my problems with Cedar, stem from the fact that living with him is sometimes a bit like living with a very tall raccoon. He loves to get his paws wet and then put them all over everything and he will eat anything and everything left out on the counter. He also hates speeding road bikes and their spandex-clad riders, though I don’t really blame him, and he thrills at the scent of cat, turkey sausage, and the dead seabirds that sometimes wind up on the beach near our house. He rolls on their remains until the wet feathers and tiny bones stick to his coat like a dead-bird costume. Already, after just a few months, I can’t imagine my life without him.

The truth is that I wouldn’t have adopted Cedar if not for this book and the readers who wrote to me with their own stories of dogs, cats, and other creatures they loved who tested their patience, the limits of their affection, and their preconceptions of animal minds. The stories of people helping phobic horses confidently face pedestrians with umbrellas, dogs cheering up elephants mourning lost companions, or goats rousing donkeys from deepest depression, blanketed me with hope not just for the ability of creatures to heal from emotional suffering but also the lengths that people and other animals will go to mend each other’s broken spirits.

One Texan rancher called into a public radio station in Houston to tell me that all of his dogs have personality quirks, some of them verging on mental illness but that “a dog is just God coming at us ass-backwards.” Whether you believe in God with a capital G doesn’t really matter. In every dog—and possibly every donkey, kangaroo, or dolphin, there is a chance, often far more than one, for grace, forgiveness, and recovery.



Introduction

Mac the miniature donkey can be kind of a jerk. He bats his eyelashes, angles his long furred ears toward you, flatteringly, like TV antennas, and pushes his belly up against your thighs. Then, just as you’ve grown comfortable with his small, stocky presence, his burro smell of sagebrush and sweet alfalfa, something dark and confusing stirs within him. He stiffens, whips his head back, and bites down hard on the bony part of your shin and doesn’t let go. Or he rears to stamp his hooves on your toes, or kicks his back legs like sharp springs in the direction of your kneecaps or into your actual kneecaps. If this wasn’t painful, it would be funny. Mac is, after all, the size of a goat. But because you can’t predict when it will happen, he is also a little scary. Mac shifts so suddenly from being affectionate and needy to violent and aggressive, transformations that don’t seem to be triggered by anything in particular, that some people have taken to calling him “schizo donkey.”

I am not one of these people. But I believe that he’s disturbed. This, however, is not Mac’s fault. Not entirely anyway. His mother, a stoic Sardinian miniature donkey, lived on the ranch where I grew up. She died within days of giving birth to Mac, and he was given to me to raise. I was twelve years old and saw this tiny donkey as a living stuffed toy. I spent hours bottle-feeding him and playing with him, until I got distracted by Anne of Green Gables books and my seventh-grade crush, a tan boy who skateboarded behind the local McDonald’s. Mac was weaned too quickly, exiled to a corral without a donkey mother to show him the ropes—a small, unself-confident creature among indifferent adults. Another donkey may have been fine, but Mac wasn’t another donkey. Eventually he began to turn his attacks on himself, biting his own fur off in chunks when he became frustrated or erupting in violent outbursts against people and other animals, outbursts that kept him from receiving the affection he also seemed to crave. Now, more than twenty years later, I know that Mac’s experience and the disturbing behavior that resulted from it, is far from unique.

Humans aren’t the only animals to suffer from emotional thunderstorms that make our lives more difficult, and sometimes impossible. Like Charles Darwin, who came to this realization more than a century ago, I believe that nonhuman animals can suffer from mental illnesses that are quite similar to human disorders. I was convinced by the experiences of many creatures I came to know, from Mac to a series of Asian elephants, but none more persuasively than a Bernese Mountain Dog named Oliver that my husband and I adopted. Oliver’s extreme fear, anxiety, and compulsions cracked open my world and prompted me to investigate whether other animals could be mentally ill. This book is the tale of what I found: the story of my own struggle to help Oliver and the journey it inspired, a search to understand what identifying insanity in other animals might tell us about ourselves.

There isn’t a branch of veterinary science, psychology, ethology (the science of animal behavior), neuroscience, or wildlife ecology dedicated to investigating whether animals can be mentally ill. What I have done in this book is draw together evidence from the veterinary sciences and pharmaceutical and psychological studies; first-person accounts of zookeepers, animal trainers, psychiatrists, neuroscientists, and pet owners; observations made by nineteenth-century naturalists and contemporary biologists and wildlife scientists; and many ordinary people who simply had something to say about animals doing odd things around them. All of these threads, when pulled together, suggest that humans and other animals are more similar than many of us might think when it comes to mental states and behaviors gone awry—experiencing churning fear, for example, in situations that don’t call for it, feeling unable to shake a paralyzing sadness, or being haunted by a ceaseless compulsion to wash our hands or paws. Abnormal behaviors like these tip into the territory of mental illness when they keep creatures—human or not—from engaging in what is normal for them. This is true for a dog single-mindedly focused on licking his tail until it’s bare and oozy, a sea lion fixated on swimming in endless circles, a gorilla too sad and withdrawn to play with her troop members, or a human so petrified of escalators he avoids department stores.I

Every animal with a mind has the capacity to lose hold of it from time to time. Sometimes the trigger is abuse or mistreatment, but not always. I’ve come across depressed and anxious gorillas, compulsive horses, rats, donkeys, and seals, obsessive parrots, self-harming dolphins, and dogs with dementia, many of whom share their exhibits, homes, or habitats with other creatures who don’t suffer from the same problems. I’ve also gotten to know curious whales, confident bonobos, thrilled elephants, contented tigers, and grateful orangutans. There is plenty of abnormal behavior in the animal world, captive, domestic, and wild, and plenty of evidence of recovery; you simply need to know where and how to find it. Oliver was my guide, even if he was too busy compulsively licking his paws to notice.

Acknowledging parallels between human and other animal mental health is a bit like recognizing capacities for language, tool use, and culture in other creatures. That is, it’s a blow to the idea that humans are the only animals to feel or express emotion in complex and surprising ways. It is also anthropomorphic, the projection of human emotions, characteristics, and desires onto nonhuman beings or things. We can choose, though, to anthropomorphize well and, by doing so, make more accurate interpretations of animals’ behavior and emotional lives. Instead of self-centered projection, anthropomorphism can be a recognition of bits and pieces of our human selves in other animals and vice versa.

Identifying mental illness in other creatures and helping them recover also sheds light on our humanity. Our relationships with suffering animals often make us better versions of ourselves, helping us empathize with our dogs, cats, and guinea pigs, turning us into bonobo or gorilla psychiatrists, or inspiring the most dedicated among us to found cat shelters or elephant sanctuaries.

For me, the realization that mental illness and the capacity to recover from it is something we share with many other animals is comforting news. When, as humans, we feel our most anxious, compulsive, scared, depressed, or enraged, we’re also revealing ourselves to be surprisingly like the other creatures with whom we share the planet. As Darwin’s father told him, “There is a perfect gradation between sound people and insane. . . . Everybody is insane at some time.” As with people, so with everyone else too.



I. In this book I refer to abnormal behavior as the people who spend time with these animals do: as madness, mental illness, evidence of mental disorders, insanity, and more. These are generic words unfurled like leaky umbrellas over a whole host of behaviors considered abnormal. They’re obviously unable to describe the ever-shifting patterns of the animal mind, not to mention the social expectations of what is normal in humans and other animals. Madness is a mirror that needs normalcy to exist. This distinction can be a murky one.



Chapter One

The Tail Tip of the Iceberg

A bluetick hound bays out there in the fog, running scared and lost because he can’t see. No tracks on the ground but the ones he’s making, and he sniffs in every direction with his cold red-rubber nose and picks up no scent but his own fear, fear burning down into him like steam.

Ken Kesey, One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest

If a Dog Falls When No One Is Home

On a warm May afternoon in 2003, a little boy I’d never met was doing his homework in the sunroom off his family’s kitchen in Mount Pleasant, a leafy neighborhood in Washington, D.C. The back of our apartment building faced the boy’s house, and as he worked, he looked out to the row of urban yards along the alley, separated by chain link or small planks of sagging wooden fencing. He happened to look up that Saturday just as Oliver, our dark-eyed Bernese Mountain Dog, jumped through the kitchen window of our fourth-floor apartment.

No one had seen Oliver at the window, even though it must have taken him a long time to push the air-conditioning unit out of the way and rip a hole through the wire mesh of the screen that was big enough for his 120-pound body to fit through. The pet sitter that we’d left him with had gone to the farmer’s market, leaving Oliver by himself for two hours. He must have begun to slash and chew through the screen as soon as he realized he was alone. Once he made the hole large enough, Oliver hauled himself through the opening, more than fifty feet above the ground.

“Mom!” the boy screamed. “A dog fell out of the sky!”

Later the boy’s mom would tell us that she thought her son was making up a story, but there was fear in his voice that made her think otherwise. They found Oliver in the backyard of our building. He’d landed inside the cement stairwell of the basement apartment.

I’ll never forget the phone call that followed. I was clutching a gin and tonic and had, until that moment, been worrying about underarm stains on my new chiffon dress. Jude was drinking a beer and sweating through the knees of his pants. We were milling about, uncomfortable in the heat, at a wedding reception for one of Jude’s cousins in South Carolina. The wait staff had just announced the opening of the buffet when his cell phone rang.

The woman told us that she found Oliver lying in a heap. When he noticed her and her son pushing the backyard gate open, he’d tried to get up, wagging his tail weakly. Oliver’s lips and gums were bloody and raw from gnawing at the metal screen, and he couldn’t walk. The mother and son carried him to their car and rushed to the local animal hospital. In order to begin treatment the hospital required a $600 deposit; the woman gave them a check and then drove home to knock on the doors of our building to find out who this odd, broken dog belonged to.

“The vets didn’t know the extent of his injuries when I left him,” she told Jude and me when she reached us at the wedding, “but they did say that they’d never seen a dog survive a fall like this.”

Overwhelmed, we thanked the woman for her generosity and hung up. I begged Jude to leave with me immediately. But it was almost evening in South Carolina and we couldn’t make the last flight out in time. So we called the animal hospital to ask for any news (there wasn’t any yet) and sat through the rest of the wedding, distracted and scared.

*  *  *

When I was twenty-one and on my way into the bathroom of a bar in upstate New York, I met Jude. We fell for each other in a way that felt like head injury—wholly and completely, with the sort of blurred vision that seemed to make anything possible. Before long we had a list of top-ten future pets. After a trip to China and Tibet, it grew to include a pair of yaks, and from the beginning I wanted to live with a capybara, but mostly we dreamt of dogs. At the very top of the wish list was a Bernese Mountain Dog. Bred to guard livestock and pull carts of cheese and milk through the Swiss Alps, Berners are handsome, broad, and regal, with an air of accessible friendship. Dog food companies know this. So do automakers. Bernese are the supermodels of the canine world, popping up in advertisements for organic kibble, paper towels, perfume, SUVs, and phone plans.

When Jude and I moved into an apartment in Washington that allowed dogs and was located just off Rock Creek Park’s pools of water and walking trails, I started looking for puppies.

I found them. But I was crushed to learn that purebred Bernese Mountain Dogs sold for nearly $2,000 each. I was working for an environmental conservation organization at the time, and Jude, a government geologist, wasn’t earning much more than I was. We couldn’t afford a puppy that expensive, and even if we could, I couldn’t justify spending that much on a dog. So a few months went by during which we felt like perverts at the dog park—dogless people who came to look at dogs, luring other people’s pets over to be petted with clandestine pockets of treats. “Heeeeere doggie doggie.”

And then one day I received an email from a breeder I’d contacted a few months earlier. One of his adult dogs was available now, “for free!” He told me that this Berner, named Oliver, was four years old and wasn’t getting the attention he needed from his current family. He said that since Oliver was an adult dog he required slightly less exercise than a puppy and would be more easygoing.

I scheduled our first meeting to take place within twenty-four hours. When we pulled up to the veterinary office to meet Oliver and his current family, we saw a young girl walking a gigantic dog on the clinic’s front lawn. He carried his white-tipped tail like a flag, raised high and arching over his back. His white paws were lionlike, huge and spreading, and his coat glossy and feathered as a 1970s shag. He looked happy to be walking with the small girl, and his gait was jaunty as she led him back and forth across the lawn.

When I think about it now, it’s striking how much I didn’t notice. Adopting a family pet from a veterinary office and not the family’s home was perhaps the first clue. There were many others but I was blind to all of them.

Oliver was being boarded at the vet because he wasn’t legally allowed to remain in the family’s neighborhood. He’d had an altercation with a neighbor and her dog, and they were threatening to sue. While it sounds quite serious to me now, it didn’t at the time. The mother of the family, Oliver’s primary human, explained that he’d “just gotten so excited about the neighbor’s new dog that he dashed through their electric fence to say hello.” The dogs began to fight and the woman tried to break it up with her hands. Oliver bit the woman while she was trying to separate them. I didn’t need to hear more. Everyone knows you shouldn’t break up a dogfight with your bare hands; that’s what garden hoses are for. Plus, this neighbor must have been unreasonable. Jude and I would be able to control our dog. He just needed some training.

In retrospect I know the biting story was the tip of the iceberg, or really the tip of the tail on a very large dog, but at the moment I didn’t, I couldn’t, absorb it.

We’d fallen for Oliver at first sight. It felt more like a physical sensation than a conscious decision. It certainly wasn’t rational. We brought him home that same afternoon.

After a few days of cool appraisal, Oliver settled into a routine with Jude and me and became very affectionate. We spent hours playing hide and seek in our apartment and the park, playfully tweaking his whiskers, wondering aloud what his voice might sound like if he could talk, and filling endless trash bags with the fur we brushed from his coat. It wasn’t until a few months into our relationship with Oliver that his truly bizarre behavior started to manifest. But once it did, it spread like spilled molasses: sticky, inexorably expansive, and difficult to contain.

The first real sign of trouble I discovered by accident. Jude had already left for work. I said goodbye to Oliver and locked the house, only to realize as soon as I reached my car that I’d left the keys in our apartment. As I headed back up the block to our building I heard a plaintive yowling—not feline or human and not from the National Zoo, a few blocks away. It was a bark that sounded like the squeak of an animal too large to squeak (this was before I knew any elephants), and it was coming from our apartment.

When I stepped onto the front porch the barking stopped and was replaced by a loud skittering sound. As I climbed the steps to the top floor, the crablike skittering got louder. It was, I realized, the sound of Oliver’s toenails on the wooden floor as he sprinted back and forth along the length of the apartment. When I opened the door he was panting and wild-eyed. He bounded up to me as if I’d just returned from a months-long expedition, not a five-minute trip to the car. I picked up my keys, walked Oliver back to his dog bed, petted him a bit, and then got up to leave. When I reached the sidewalk I sat on the porch and waited. After about ten minutes of quiet, I stood up in relief. Then suddenly, after only a few steps, there it was—the yowlingsqueakbark. Again and again and again. I looked up and saw Oliver’s giant head pressed against our bedroom window, his paws on the sill. He was looking down at me with his tongue lolling. He’d waited to bark until he saw me leave the porch. I was already late for work. As I walked down the sidewalk I kept turning around. Oliver had moved to the living-room window so that he could watch me walk farther down the street. The barking increased when I turned the corner, and the whole drive to my office I could hear it inside my head.

That evening, when Jude got back from work, he discovered that Oliver had gnawed through the center of two bath towels and turned the pillows on our bed into a pile of goose down and shredded cases. There was also a mysterious pile of wood shavings in the hallway and toenail tracks in the floors, like ghost tracings on a chalkboard, in front of all the windows in the apartment. Strangely, his front paws were also quite wet.

Later that night, as Jude and I lay in bed, our heads resting on folded sweaters, he slid close to me and said, “Do you think there’s anything that his old family didn’t tell us?”

I could feel Oliver’s presence next to us in the dark. He always began the evening curled into a large oval in the doorway to our bedroom and then, after we’d fallen asleep, moved to his dog bed, a round cushion with the footprint of a Smart car, next to the sofa. He was breathing softly.

“I can’t imagine they would have lied.”

And yet, even as I said the words I could feel the doubt coming loose within me like disturbed sediment on the bottom of a pond.

What Darwin Knew

Trying to understand what was happening between Oliver’s furry ears while he savaged our towels or yowled alone at the window was confusing. In many ways, attempting to understand the relationship between what animals are thinking and what they are doing always has been.

In 1649 the French philosopher René Descartes argued that animals were automatons, lacking in feeling and self-awareness and operated unconsciously, like living machines. For Descartes and many other philosophers, capacities for self-consciousness and feeling were the sole province of humanity, the rational and moral tethers that tied humans to God and proved we were made in his image. This idea of animals as machines proved to be sturdy and enduring, revisited time and again for hundreds of years to prop up arguments for humanity’s superior intelligence, reasoning, morality, and more. Well into the twentieth century, identifying humanlike emotions or consciousness in other animals tended to be seen as childish or irrational.

The most resounding blow to this idea of human exceptionalism, at least in Western scientific circles, was delivered by Charles Darwin, first in On the Origin of Species, then in Descent of Man, and quite richly detailed in On the Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, published in 1872. Expression was one of Darwin’s last published arguments in support of his larger theory that humans were just another kind of animal. He believed that the similar emotional experiences of people and other creatures were additional proof that we shared animal ancestors.

In Expression Darwin described surliness, contempt, and disgust in chimps, astonishment among Paraguayan monkeys, love among dogs, between dogs and cats, and between dogs and humans. Perhaps most surprisingly he argued that many of these creatures were capable of enacting revenge, behaving courageously, and expressing their impatience or suspicion. A female terrier of Darwin’s, after having her puppies taken away and killed, impressed him so much “with the manner in which she then tried to satisfy her instinctive maternal love by expending it on [Darwin]; and her desire to lick [his] hands rose to an insatiable passion.” He was also convinced dogs experienced disappointment and dejection.

“Not far from my house,” he wrote, “a path branches off to the right, leading to the hot-house, which I used often to visit for a few moments, to look at my experimental plants. This was always a great disappointment to the dog, as he did not know whether I should continue my walk; and the instantaneous and complete change of expression which came over him, as soon as my body swerved in the least towards the path (and I sometimes tried this as an experiment) was laughable. His look of dejection was known to every member of the family and was called his hot-house face.”

According to Darwin this doggish disappointment was unmistakable—his head would droop, his “whole body sinking a little and remaining motionless; the ears and tail falling suddenly down, but the tail was by no means wagged. . . . His aspect was that of piteous, hopeless dejection.” And yet, “hot-house face” was really only the beginning for Darwin.

He went on to document grief-stricken elephants, contented house cats, pumas, cheetahs, and ocelots (who expressed their satisfaction with purring), as well as tigers, whom he believed did not purr at all but instead emitted “a peculiar short snuffle, accompanied by the closure of the eyelids” when happy. He wrote about deer at the London Zoo—who approached him because, he believed, they were curious. And he talked about fear and anger in musk-ox, goats, horses, and porcupines. He was also interested in laughter. “Young Orangs, when tickled,” reported Darwin, “ . . . grin and make a chuckling sound” and “their eyes grow brighter.”

It wasn’t until he published a revised edition of Descent of Man in 1874 that Darwin opined on insanity in other animals directly. He wrote:

Man and the higher animals especially the Primates, have some few instincts in common. All have the same senses, intuitions, and sensations—similar passions, affections and emotions, even the more complex ones, such as jealousy, suspicion, emulation, gratitude, and magnanimity; they practise deceit and are revengeful; they are sometimes susceptible to ridicule, and even have a sense of humour; they feel wonder and curiosity; they posses the same faculties of imitation, attention, deliberation, choice, memory, imagination, the association of ideas, and reason, though in very different degrees. The individuals of the same species graduate in intellect from absolute imbecility to high excellence. They are also liable to insanity, though far less often than in the case of man.

Darwin doesn’t seem to have done any original research on the topic; instead he cites William Lauder Lindsay, a Scottish physician and natural historian who believed nonhuman animals could lose their minds. In a paper Lindsay published in 1871 in the Journal of Mental Science, he wrote, “I hope to prove that, both in its normal and abnormal operations, mind is essentially the same in man and other animals.”

Lindsay knew a fair bit about both, particularly the human insane. He’d been appointed medical officer to Murray’s Royal Institution for the Insane at Perth in 1854 and held the job for twenty-five years. Meanwhile he kept up with his botanical interests, publishing a popular book on British lichen in 1870, and like Darwin, he was a member of the Royal Society, which awarded him a medal for “eminence in natural history.” Lindsay combined his interest in natural history and his experience treating the mentally ill in a two-volume masterwork published in 1880 titled Mind in the Lower Animals. It covered morality and religion, language, the mental condition of children and “savages,” and more. But it is the second volume, Mind in Disease, that is truly remarkable.

Like Darwin, Lindsay believed that the minds of insane people, criminals, non-Europeans, and animals were similar. Insane people could be recognized by “their use of teeth for vicious biting” and their “filthy habits.” Lindsay wrote that many of these insane people “ ‘eat and drink like beasts,’ tearing raw flesh and lapping water; they bolt their food and gorge themselves as certain carnivora do.” He also believed many preferred to spend time with other animals instead of people, acquiring something like animal language that allowed them to communicate with their nonhuman companions. Lindsay noted that an Italian “idiot” known as the Bird Man would leap on one leg, stretch his arms out like wings, and hide his head in his armpit. He also chirped when frightened or at the sight of strangers.

Lindsay also wrote about feral children like the Wolf Children of India, said to be raised by wolves. He classified them as a subtype of lunatic that walked on all fours, climbed trees, prowled around at night, lapped water like oxen, smelled food before eating it, gnawed on bones, refused clothing, and had no language, sense of shame, or ability to smile. Like generations of physicians before him, Lindsay understood his patients by analogy to other animals.

Insane humans were also compared to—and treated like—animals at the famous Bethlem Royal Hospital in London, the place that inspired the word bedlam for the chaos so often found within. Until the hospital outlawed visits by the general public in 1770, Bethlem was a popular spectacle. Watching the mentally ill, like the patient supposed to crow all day long like a rooster, was considered good entertainment, along with other pursuits, like prostitution, that flourished in and around the hospital. Despite serving as a human menagerie of the insane, Bethlem almost certainly housed sane people too, who had been committed because they were inconvenient or too eccentric for their families. As in an animal menagerie, the more uncontrollable patients were chained by the neck or foot to the wall and stripped naked. It’s not surprising that the stench and brutal conditions of the hospital, as well as the weird behavior of so many of its patients, tended to remind people of dog kennels or circuses. Conditions improved over time, but one 1811 visitor reported that chains and handcuffs were still being used, and some of the incurables “are kept as wild beasts constantly in fetters.”

Lindsay is intriguing because, despite working as the medical officer at another British insane asylum, he didn’t limit his studies to crazy humans acting like animals. He also refused to see animals themselves as dumb beasts. Instead Lindsay believed that animals themselves could go insane. He was even convinced that some human lunatics were more mentally degenerate than sane dogs or horses. In Mind in Disease, a sort of Victorian mental illness field guide, Lindsay posited many forms of animal insanity, from dementia and nymphomania to delusions and melancholia.

Lindsay was also convinced that animals exhibited what he called “wounded feelings” of many kinds, and he tells story after story on the subject. There was a mother stork who “let herself” be burned alive rather than desert her young and a Newfoundland dog who was so sad after being scolded, then ceremoniously beaten with a handkerchief, and finally having a door shut in his face when about to leave the room with the nurse and the family children (his usual companions) that he “tried twice to drown himself in a ditch but survived . . . only to stop eating.” He died soon thereafter.

All of this was a worthy course of study for Lindsay not simply because he was convinced that insanity in other animals was a lot like insanity in humans but because it was also dangerous. “Mental defect or disorder,” as he called it, in horses, oxen, or dogs could be terrifying. The cause of violence or aggression in these animals was often puzzling and mysterious, and it inspired fear because there were so many horses, dogs, and cattle living in close proximity to people in his day, even in big cities. Angry oxen bent on murder or horses mad with the desire to kick or stomp were actual public health risks during Lindsay’s lifetime and for a long while afterward.

Silver Lining

The day after Oliver jumped out of our apartment window, Jude and I caught the first flight back to D.C. and drove straight to the animal hospital. A tech ushered us into the back area of the clinic and said, “We honestly have never seen a dog survive a fall like this. We’ve been bringing all of the vet students by to see him.” She led us to a bank of cages along a far wall and said that Oliver was a bit groggy but awake.

He was curled into a sleepy lump inside a cage that was barely big enough for him to turn around in. A rectangular area of his front left leg was shaved clean, and his freckled muzzle was marked with jagged cuts and scratches. “Beast!” I called, his nickname.

Oliver raised his head and looked straight at Jude and me. His tail thumped awkwardly against the floor of the cage and he tried to get up. I felt relieved and also useless, unable to figure out how to stroke him through the wire mesh.

The attending veterinarian approached and asked if we had a moment to talk. “The silver lining,” he told us, “is that Oliver is too sore to try and jump out of your apartment again any time soon.”

Even though he had fallen fifty-five feet onto cement, to the shock of every vet and vet tech at the hospital, he hadn’t broken a single bone. He was bruised and sore and wouldn’t be able to walk for weeks, but the clinic staff told us that he’d make a full recovery, at least physically. “Make a sling from a bed sheet and carry him downstairs to use the bathroom every few hours,” the vet told us. “Also, you are going to have to see a veterinary behaviorist. I will give you some Valium you can dose him with now, but that is not a long-term solution.”

“What is the long-term solution?” I asked.

“Move to a first-floor apartment,” he said and left the room.

*  *  *

Had we known what to look for, Jude and I might have noticed the full extent of Oliver’s anxiety before he jumped out the window. Looking back, I was distressed by his distress, and humbled by it, but I’m not sure I ever completely understood what he was capable of.

As our first year with Oliver wore on, Jude and I had begun to notice ever stranger behavior and continued to wonder if Oliver had experienced something traumatizing when he lived with his previous family. His anxiety accreted steadily whenever we left the house. He then exploded in a slobbery, excited fiesta of return, even if we’d only gone downstairs to take out the trash. In the evenings he’d snap at flies that didn’t exist. Training his gaze on what seemed like invisible insects, he tracked them like a pointer. Oliver was in a kind of trance as he did this and couldn’t be distracted with cheese, bits of meat, or affection. He was also becoming something of a liability at the dog park; he had begun to approach the place as a sort of canine buffet, the smallest Dachshunds and pugs like unattended snacks. He hadn’t bitten another dog yet, but he would catch sight of a creature that piqued his interest and take off at a sprint, no matter how far away the other animal was, his large bulk stopping just short of bowling the dog over, terrifying their human companions. This did not seem to be done playfully.

Oliver also ate a variety of inedibles with gusto, things like plastic and sometimes hand towels; since he was years out of puppydom, Jude and I found this troubling. One night, after watching him retch for hours and produce nothing, we made a late-night trip to the vet hospital, where the staff took an X-ray and found a large obstruction in his lower intestine.

“Surgery is likely the only solution,” the vet told us, “but first we can try something else. It’s a long shot, but a doggy enema might work.”

An hour later a tech appeared in the waiting room and presented us with what I thought was a small brown, plastic accordion. “This is a first for us,” she said, “but we think it is an intact sleeve of Saltines.”

Oliver had not only eaten the sleeve of crackers whole; he’d also eaten the ziploc bag that they were stored in. His intestinal tract had compressed the plastic into what looked like a bile-cured musical instrument.

Then there were the wet paws. The soggy feet that Jude and I noticed early on were quickly traced to a habit in which Oliver licked his front paws for hours at a time. We tried changing his diet, washing him with different shampoo, and walking him along different trails, just to make sure he wasn’t suffering from an allergy, to no avail. The licking continued, to such an extent that tongued spots on his once lushly furred front paws turned bare and oozy. Sometimes he gave up on his paws and focused instead on his tail, chewing open a sore that he licked until it looked like pastrami and smelled worse. The vet told us that this was a compulsive behavior and to make him wear a plastic cone collar. Oliver, like most dogs, hated that thing. At first he tried to outrun it. He could see the cone out of the corner of his eyes, looming uncomfortably just out of reach. He would rush around the house, running a few steps and then looking anxiously side to side. But no matter how fast he dashed to and fro, the cone stayed in his side vision. We felt embarrassed for him and took it off.

By this point Oliver’s anxiety was beginning to wear on me. If we didn’t return home by five or six in the evening, we knew he would have destroyed pillows and towels or chewed on wooden moldings. He scratched so hard at our floorboards that it looked as if we lived with giant termites. Hiring a dog walker to come in the afternoons helped but didn’t fix the problem, and one afternoon when the dog walker took Oliver back to his own house and left him alone for an hour, Oliver clawed and chewed his couch upholstery into damp shreds. Jude and I ended up coordinating our schedules so that one of us went into work late and one of us came home early. If we were with him, outside of the fly-snapping and prey drive at the dog park, Oliver was the picture of calm. Alone he was a tornado.

I found this out because I filmed him. Jude and I were curious why some days were worse than others on this new Richter scale of destruction, so I borrowed a video camera and set it up to film the apartment when we left. There was, it turned out, something else besides being left alone that could send Oliver beyond the brink of composure: thunderstorms. If those two events were combined, it was as if someone had tossed an anxiety grenade into the apartment. He frothed at the mouth, paced, quivered, and settled down in the crack between the bed and the wall, only to get up again seconds later and try to wedge his large body underneath the coffee table. Unfortunately it seemed as though every other day in the summer the humidity built into a thunderstorm that crested a few hours before we returned home. Sitting in my office across town I’d see the flashes of light through the window, feel the thunder in my chest, and worry about Oliver, a quaking fur ball of nerves, back at the house.

*  *  *

In his beautiful book Dog Years, Mark Doty writes, “Being in love is our most common version of the unsayable; everyone seems to recognize that you can’t experience it from the outside, not quite. . . . Maybe the experience of loving an animal is actually more resistant to language, since animals cannot speak back to us, cannot characterize themselves or correct our assumptions about them.” Caring for animals like Oliver happens outside of verbal language, but it’s a descriptive language all the same. Dogs in particular make us more expressive in all kinds of ways. They make us act more like dogs, rolling on the floor or hopping side to side to get them excited, a sort of transspecies basketball drill. They make us stop at good places to pee. They make us go to the park and notice the weather, mouldering bits of trash, entrances to the burrows of small animals. In short, they make us pay attention to what we might otherwise miss.

Dogs are also good barometers for relationships and often act like the third corner of a triangle connecting two people who otherwise would look only at each other. Oliver was no exception.

As his anxiety grew, and with it his need for structure, exercise, companionship, and routine, life became more stressful for Jude and me. We also had different ideas about what structure and routine actually meant. Jude had raised a guide dog for the blind, and while he knew a lot about training confident, calm dogs, I thought he lacked compassion for Oliver’s idiosyncrasies. Once, he’d taken Oliver on a work trip out of town and left him alone for the day at a friend’s house—something that would not have been a problem for an easygoing dog. Oliver, however, jumped out of the living-room window (luckily on the first floor) and brought the friend’s two dogs with him. It took hours for all three to be rounded up again. Jude, feeling that he couldn’t leave Oliver at his friend’s house again lest he make another jailbreak, took him to a nearby kennel and left him there for the rest of the week. When they came home, I felt that Oliver’s anxiety over being left alone had only increased. He jumped out of our apartment a few weeks later.

In general, of the two of us, Jude was much more likely to say, “He’s a dog. He can handle it.” Looking back, I don’t know who was right. I think we were both alone at sea in our particular ways. But I was beginning to think of Jude as more callous than he should be. And Jude thought I was becoming the kind of person who spent too much time and money worrying about something that we couldn’t fix and blamed him unfairly. I suspected that Jude lacked compassion not just for Oliver but for me too. Our leash was fraying.

My preconceptions about nonhuman minds were fraying too. I was suddenly seeing Olivers and potential Olivers everywhere. It was as if my own dog’s crisis had given me canine-anxiety-tinted goggles. I still noted dogs doing dog things, but I was beginning to regard them as individuals with their own emotional weather systems that guided their behavior as they whizzed, panted, lolled, and humped. These weather systems could also compel them to do odd things. As I talked about Oliver’s puzzling behavior with other dog owners at the park, at dinner parties, with people I’d just met and others I’d known for years, I started to collect their stories too.

It turns out that almost everyone has come across a disturbed animal at some point, and most people want to tell you about it. I’ve been pulled aside at almost every social gathering I’ve attended in the past six years to be regaled with tales of cats peeing only on left shoes or plucking their bellies bald while hidden under the bed, other dogs who’ve jumped from apartment buildings or reacted with mortal fear to stop signs or anything that makes a flapping sound, hamsters who wouldn’t get off their wheels, and parrots who developed violent fixations on people who wear baseball caps or have long hair.

Just how similar are these experiences to human ones? Extrapolating from a monkey’s seeming depression to a human’s, may, because of our many primate similarities, be relatively easy. But what about the emotional experiences of other animals? Of dogs like Oliver? Was what he felt when left alone anything like the terror I remember feeling when I woke from a nightmare in the middle of the night at a friend’s sleepover party, unable for the first few minutes to remember where I was or find my mother?

Returns and Arrivals

In many ways the past forty to fifty years of research on animal emotions and behavior represents a long, slow, scientific U-turn back to Darwin and his arguments for the shared nature of emotional experience. Researchers like Nikolaas Tinbergen and Konrad Lorenz laid the foundation for this U-turn. Tinbergen was a renowned behaviorist, working from the 1930s through the 1960s, who studied birds and insects. Lorenz experimented over the same years on innate versus learned behavior, in fighting fish and in birds who followed him about like a mother goose. Their studies represented an alternative to the research of B. F. Skinner and the radical behaviorists, who tended to see animal behavior more like Descartes did, a disembodied series of responses. Lorenz even described one of his geese as depressed when she refused food and stopped waddling around after one of her wings was clipped.

The work of these researchers and their peers created the field of ethology, or animal behavior, as we know it today and cleared a path for others like Jane Goodall. When Goodall shared tales of expressive chimps welcoming her into their social lives in the Gombe in the 1960s, she helped shift public opinion of what nonhuman animals were capable of. Books like Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, published in 1962, also helped galvanize the new environmental movement, contributing to what would turn out to be a decades-long fertile environment for recognizing animal minds, feelings, and kinship.

The sea change gathered force in 1976 when the zoologist Donald Griffin published Animal Awareness, positing that animals have conscious minds. It was helped by Roger Payne and Scott McVay’s recordings of humpback whale songs, which made them seem not like instinctual automatons but musicians, Dian Fossey’s work with gorillas in Rwanda, and reports by elephant researchers such as Cynthia Moss, Joyce Poole, and Katy Payne on the conscious, emotional, and communicative creatures in Africa in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s. All of this suggests that Descartes is now in the doghouse and the dogs have left.

*  *  *

The neuroscientist Jaak Panksepp holds the Baily Endowed Chair of Animal Well-Being Science at Washington State University’s College of Veterinary Medicine. He’s also a distinguished research professor emeritus of psychology at Bowling Green State University and the head of Affective Neuroscience Research at the Falk Center for Molecular Therapeutics at Northwestern. He has another, slightly less sonorous title as well: rat tickler. One of my favorite YouTube videos is of Dr. Panksepp stirring an open-topped cage of chubby rats with his hand as they roll over to be tickled. “We obtained these transducers that are called bat detectors that can bring very high frequency sounds down to our auditory range,” he says as the camera pans over the apparently joyful rodents chittering away. “And when we did this and listened in, we could tickle animals and generate a LOT of vocal activity that appeared to be laughter.” The rats emit this same sound when they’re mating, when they’re about to receive food, when a lactating mother is reunited with her baby, and most of all, when two friendly rats are playing with each other. The rats make a totally different sound, also inaudible to humans, when they’re scared, fighting, or have just been defeated in a tussle with another rat. Baby rats make a version of this same sound when they’re abandoned or kept from their mothers. Panksepp believes the happy sound roughly corresponds to human laughter and the lower sound signals distress or psychic pain. He compares it to human moaning.

Like Lauder Lindsay, Panksepp began his career in a mental institution. One of his last college summers he took a job as a night orderly in the psychiatric unit of a Pittsburgh hospital. The position gave him time to get to know individual patients, from those with relatively minor problems to the most violent and psychotic patients kept in padded cells. He spent his free time reading about their life histories and watching how the patients responded to the newly available psychiatric drugs of the 1960s. “Toward the end of my undergraduate days,” he wrote, “I increasingly wanted to understand how the human mind, especially emotions, could become so imbalanced as to wreak seemingly endless havoc upon one’s ability to live a happy life in the outside world.” He became a clinical psychologist, and eventually, a neuroscientist focused on plumbing emotional states.

After decades of research, Panksepp is convinced that most animal brains, from Oliver’s to a ticklish mouse’s, likely have the capacity for dreaming, for taking pleasure in eating, for feeling anger, fear, love, lust, grief, and acceptance from their mothers, for being playful, and for some conception of selfhood, an argument that might have seemed painfully unscientific just forty years ago. Panksepp believes that emotional capacity evolved in mammals long before the emergence of the human neocortex and its massive powers of cognition. He is careful to say that this doesn’t mean that all animal or even mammalian emotions are the same. And when it comes to complex cognitive skills, he believes that the human brain puts all others to shame. But he is convinced that other animals have many special abilities that we don’t have and this may extend to emotional states. Rats, for example, have richer olfactory lives, eagles have impressive eyesight, and dolphins can sense the world via sight, sound, sonar, and touch. These abilities may translate into more and different feelings associated with their various sensory or cognitive experiences. Panksepp believes that rabbits, for example, may have bigger or different capacities for fear while cats may have larger capacities for aggression and anger.

Over the past fifteen years the cognitive ethologist Marc Bekoff has published accounts of many types of animal emotions, from compassionate chimps to contrite hyenas. The primatologist Frans de Waal has written of altruism, empathy, and morality in bonobos and other apes. An explosion of recent research on dogs plumbs their ability to mirror the emotions of their owners, and studies of hormonal fluctuations in baboons after the death of their troops’ babies have shown monthlong spikes of glucocorticoid stress hormones in the mothers, chemical surges that point toward a long grieving process. A number of recent studies have gone far beyond our closest relatives to argue for the possible emotional capacities of honeybees, octopi, chickens, and even fruit flies. The results of these studies are changing debates about animal minds from “Do they have emotions?” to “What sorts of emotions do they have and why?”

Perhaps this shouldn’t be too surprising. As the neurologist Antonio Damasio has argued, emotions are a necessary part of animal social behavior. Consciously or not, they guide our behavior, helping us to flee from danger, seek pleasure, avoid pain, or bond with the right fellow creatures. Both dolphins and parrots, for example, can exhibit symptoms similar to human sadness and depression after the loss of a companion. They might ignore food or refuse to play with others. Other social animals, like dogs, often do the same. These emotions are consequences of a very helpful evolutionary process: attaching to others who protect you, feed you, play with you, groom you, hunt or forage with you, or otherwise make your life more enjoyable or productive. Affective states, as the emotional expressions of animals are known, are useful whether you’re a prairie dog collaborating with other prairie dogs on a tunnel extension or a harried human negotiating who is going to pick up dinner on the way home from work.

Lori Marino is a senior lecturer in the Neuroscience and Behavioral Biology Program at Emory University and has researched primate, dolphin, and whale intelligence and brain evolution for decades. She has also worked on key studies of dolphin cognition, proving, along with Diana Reiss, that dolphins can recognize themselves in mirrors. “I think that emotions—although they are subject to selection—are one of the oldest parts of psychology, laid down in the first animals,” Marino told me. “This is because without emotions an individual cannot act or make the kinds of decisions that are key to survival. Of course, some emotions are basic and others are tied into cognitive processes, so some are more complex than others. But every animal has emotions.”

The ethologist Jonathan Balcombe believes that emotions likely evolved with consciousness, as the two serve each other. Today, researchers are no longer debating whether other animals are conscious but to what degree. Recent studies have attempted to show that consciousness isn’t limited to humans and the other great apes, mammals, or even, perhaps, vertebrates. A subset of these animals has also been shown to be self-conscious in the context of cognitive and behavioral experiments; that is, they were able to conceive of themselves as beings independent from other animals and from the rest of their environment. Mirror recognition tests are the stock in trade of animal cognition research; they consist of drawing or dyeing a mark on an animal’s body and then placing a mirror in front of them. If while looking in the mirror the animal touches the marked spot in a statistically significant manner, he or she is demonstrating self-awareness. That is, the animals are using the mirror as a tool to explore the mark that wasn’t there before, something the researchers consider proof that the animals conceive of themselves as the beings in the mirror.

As of this writing, the only animals to have been proven self-aware in such a way are chimpanzees, orangutans, elephants, orcas, belugas, bottlenose dolphins, magpies, and humans, but only after the age of two. Pigs have been tested but the results were inconclusive. One pig looked behind the mirror to find the food reflected in it. And while African Grey parrots used the mirrors as tools to find food in cupboards, it was not obvious that they recognized themselves. These experiments, while helpful, demonstrate only which animals are interested in looking at themselves in mirrors. The actual list of self-aware animals may be much longer. The African Greys, for example, might have known that they were looking at themselves but may have found the mirrors more worthwhile to use as tools for finding snacks. Not caring about what you look like isn’t the same as not knowing what you look like.

In 2012 a group of prominent neuroanatomists, cognitive neuroscientists, neurophysiologists, and ethologists released the Cambridge Declaration on Consciousness. The declaration sought to establish, once and for all, that mammals, birds, and even some cephalopods, like octopi, are conscious creatures with the capacity to experience emotions. The authors argued that convergent evolution in animals gave many creatures the capacity for emotional experiences, even if they don’t have a cortex, or at least one as complex as the human neocortex.

And yet, despite the pronouncements on consciousness and the flowering of new research, debates surrounding animal emotion and feeling are as lively as ever. Researchers studying animal cognition, emotion, and intelligence often disagree about what capacities nonhuman animals have, as well as the best ways to evaluate them. The burgeoning field of affective neuroscience, or the neuroscience of emotion, has not simplified the topic. If anything, it has made it far more complex. Neuroscientists, behaviorists, and psychologists at many of the world’s top research institutions have varying theories on how humans process emotions, how many emotions we share with other animals, and even what emotions actually are.

Despite centuries of investigation by everyone from natural historians, psychologists, and psychiatrists, to ethicists, neuroscientists, and philosophers, there is still no universal definition of emotion or consciousness. As I mentioned earlier, a number of researchers have agreed that animals share the capacity for the emotions of fear and enjoyment. It’s highly likely, however, as the neuroscientist Jaak Panksepp suggests, that animals experience many more than these. What, for example, is the bee emotion associated with seeing a particularly pleasing ultraviolet pattern inside a flower? What does the dolphin emotion for sensing a sonar ping from a long-lost companion feel like? The octopus emotion associated with performing a sudden, flushing change of skin color? Other animals have different physiological experiences than we do and those may come with their own emotional experiences. Because of this, it’s difficult to make a finite list. There isn’t consensus even on the universal human emotions. The psychologist Paul Ekman put forth the most famous list of what he called “basic” human emotions: anger, fear, sadness, enjoyment, disgust, and surprise. But what about excitement, shame, awe, relief, jealousy, love, or joy? Attempting to reduce all of these complex states to a grocery list of experiences may be beside the point, especially since we know how useful they can be.

Humans have to be especially careful when ascribing emotional states to other animals’ behavior. Consider the waterlogged possum I found a few winters ago, crouching in a metal trashcan near my house in Boston. It was a cold morning and I heard a scratching sound as I walked by. The possum, a female, was huddling beneath a piece of cardboard. I assumed that she’d fallen in the night before and then couldn’t climb the smooth-sided walls to freedom. But how did this possum feel when I peered down into the trashcan? I was a giant, silhouetted by the bright morning sun, wearing a fuzzy hat and talking at her in human-speak. It’s tempting to conclude that the possum hid underneath the piece of cardboard because she was scared of me, and we know she was scared of me because she hid underneath the piece of cardboard. This sort of circular reasoning is an alluring trap to fall into. Interpreting the possum’s emotional state from her behavior would be much more accurate if we knew this particular possum’s natural history and perhaps even her own past experiences. (Did she do this often? Did she have a thing for cardboard or human trash? Was she raised by a wildlife rehabilitator and therefore not very scared of people?) The benefits that come with knowing an individual animal, his or her normal and abnormal behavior, is why so many of us first learn about other animals’ emotional lives from our pets. We spend a lot of time with dogs and cats and we come to know them not at the species level but as individuals. Oliver’s fear, anxiety, and compulsions were noticeable to me only because I knew what he was like when he wasn’t feeling fearful, anxious, or compulsive. When he hid from me, for example, it wasn’t because he was feeling scared; it was because we were playing hide and seek.

As I watched Oliver’s disturbing behavior grow more intense, his nightly relentless paw licking, for example, or his frenzied concern over being left by himself, I puzzled over what was going on in his mind. Like so many other animals, he was a furry enigma. And yet discovering the particularities of what he was actually thinking didn’t matter that much when it came to helping him. The reality of Oliver’s raw, self-inflicted sores and my inability to distract him from making them worse was enough to tell me that he was too focused on something that was doing him harm. On one particularly bad evening, he gnawed on the base of his tail until he’d made a hole the size of a tennis ball. But he would choose other body parts too, taking a break from his tail to lick some other limb into hairlessness or injury. What I didn’t know, what I feared no one may know, was exactly why he was doing this, but I wanted to find out.


Anxiety, Alzheimer’s, and Other Animal Problems

The first person I turned to for help in understanding Oliver’s mind was a physician named Phil Weinstein. A professor of neurosurgery and the president emeritus of the Society of Neurological Surgeons at the University of California, San Francisco, Phil has taught dozens of UCSF residents and pioneered a slew of neurosurgeries to correct spinal cord injuries. He also spends every morning and evening walking with Alf, his and his wife Jill’s sixteen-year-old Australian shepherd. Alf is independent, thoughtful, and prone to burying his head in the crotches of visitors. He has never submitted to the indignities of a leash; he has never needed it. For years, he paused and looked both ways before crossing the streets of his neighborhood and never trotted too far ahead of Phil and Jill, constantly circling back to make sure that his humans were where they should be. When he sits, he folds his front paws on top of each other and cocks his head to listen to the people around him. As Phil and I talked one morning across their kitchen table, Alf hurried into the room and then stopped, looking from side to side, appearing confused. It was as if he’d forgotten why he’d come into the kitchen in the first place. Then he began to turn in wide circles. Phil told me that Alf recently developed canine Alzheimer’s. His athleticism had given way to herky-jerky movements, and from time to time he failed to recognize people he knew.

Behaviorally, the disease is similar in aging dogs and aging humans. We become confused, the familiar turns foreign and scary, we may be grouchier or more easily frustrated than we were previously, and before we know it, we don’t recognize the postman or remember where we left our bones or keys. Physiologically, there are similarities too, primarily that Alzheimer’s is a result of nerve cell death and tissue loss. But the way the damage unfurls in dogs and humans is a bit different. In people, the cortex and hippocampus shrink and plaque, or abnormal clusters of proteins, builds up between the nerve cells, reducing the mind to a shadow of its former self. Because dogs have shorter lives, the damage that gives rise to their confusion and other signs of dementia is less advanced: that is, there isn’t enough time for plaque to build up to the extent it does in people. Instead, canine Alzheimer’s seems to be due to a hardening and narrowing of the arteries that supply blood to their brains. Starved for oxygen and nutrients, the brain withers and shrinks. Because of these similarities, a few recent studies have used dogs with dementia to try to understand the effects of a diet rich in antioxidants on cognitive function in both species. Perhaps veterinarians will soon be urging dog owners to add blueberries and leafy greens to their pets’ kibble. There’s also the option of training elderly dogs to do new things, just as aging humans are being encouraged to fill in crossword puzzles and learn new languages to stave off dementia.

As Phil urged Alf to stop turning in busy circles, I asked him about other potential similarities—namely, how similar my anxiety might be to Oliver’s.

“The underlying brain structures that are involved in these responses are really not that different at all,” Phil said. He went on to explain that the basic neurological hardware for emotional states exists across animal species, and with these similarities comes the possibility of malfunction.

Learning about fear and responding to it involve neural pathways that send information about a certain fear-inducing triggers to brain regions that determine an emotional response and behavior: freezing, fleeing, attempting to defend oneself, or, in Oliver’s case, hopping out of a window or gnawing through a wooden door.

These neurological processes work similarly in almost every species, including birds and even reptiles. That is, fear responses aren’t coordinated by the parts of the brain that allow us to achieve particularly human cognitive acts, such as writing novels or solving crossword puzzles—the frontal, temporal, and parietal lobes of the neocortex. This wrinkled layer of gray matter that’s highly developed in humans and other great apes, as well as whales, dolphins, and elephants, helps coordinate complex cognitive processes. Our responses to fear and anxiety are different and probably originate in the subcortical regions of the brain, shared by most vertebrates and perhaps other creatures as well. Animals capable of complex thought may have more nuanced and coordinated responses to danger, perceived or real, once we sense it. Humans and other animals with a lot of brainpower can construct elaborate escape plans, for example, or develop sophisticated ideas about whatever is agitating or scaring us. But the emotional experience of the anxiety or fear might be similar regardless of intelligence.

These similarities are one set of reasons that nonhuman animals have been used for more than a century as neurophysiology research subjects in the quest to develop therapies for people. In the mid 1930s, the Yale neurophysiologist John Fulton performed the first frontal lobotomies on two anxious and angry chimps named Becky and Lucy. After the operation Fulton reported that Becky in particular looked like she’d joined a “happiness cult.” His results helped inspire other researchers to try the surgery on people. Electroconvulsive “shock” therapy was first developed in other creatures as well, not as a treatment for animal schizophrenia but rather to determine safe voltage levels for humans. Italian researchers induced seizures in dogs and, in 1937, visited a pig slaughterhouse in Rome where the animals were stunned into unconsciousness before their throats were cut. If the pigs weren’t immediately killed, they experienced the kind of convulsions that the researchers hoped would function as psychiatric cures in human patients. By 1938, a schizophrenic man known as Enrico X was given eighty volts of electricity that caused him to seize, go pale, and, oddly enough, start singing. After two more sets of shocks he called out in clear Italian, “Attention! Another time is murderous!” Within a few years, ECT had taken hold of psychiatry, first in Switzerland, then sweeping through Germany, France, the United Kingdom, Latin America, and, finally, the United States. By 1947, nine out of ten American mental hospitals were using some form of electroshock therapy on patients.

I asked Phil if a dog with a shock collar could be considered to be undergoing ECT. He laughed but said some of the psychosurgeries he’s observed may work in other animals. “Many of the most common human mental disorders have to do with inappropriate fear and anxiety responses. It isn’t likely that humans are the only animals to occasionally feel scared or anxious in situations that don’t call for these emotions. It’s also quite possible that other animals develop obsessive-compulsive disorders and other forms of mental illness.” When neurosurgeons operate on people with extreme cases of OCD, for example, they destroy a small region of gray matter. The patients are conscious during surgery, and when the surgeon stimulates an area that floods the person with desire to, say, wash his hands or check a lock, the surgeon singes the corresponding bit of tissue. Often the OCD symptoms fade after the operation. No one has tried these surgeries on compulsively paw-licking or tail-chasing dogs, but perhaps they should.

*  *  *

They would be difficult in animals like Oliver, though, since the surgeon wouldn’t be able to ask him about his desire to lick himself, then cauterize the corresponding brain region. Much of animal mental health is like this; that is, we can’t definitively know what they’re feeling. Studying the neurophysiology of animal emotions is possible in a limited way by mapping the firing of neural networks as the animals act fearfully or seem to be experiencing pleasure. Recent magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) of dogs as they’re reunited with their owners or discover food is coming suggests that the neuro-networks that process these positive emotional experiences function similarly in them and us.

Most animals cannot narrate their emotional experiences for humans, and even if they could (signing apes, say, or talking parrots), this isn’t necessarily the best measure of what they’re actually experiencing. There’s something of a parallel with people who can’t, or won’t, articulate their emotional responses or feelings when asked about them. The complex process of making sense of our racing heartbeat, sweaty palms, and surges of good or bad feelings is what undergirds much of psychotherapy and analysis. We simply don’t always know what we’re feeling while we’re feeling it. And yet there’s so much value in making educated guesses about animal emotions, especially when the outcome could be restoring their mental health. We know, for example, as Phil said, that fear and anxiety give rise to the majority of mental illnesses in humans, from debilitating phobias to post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). According to a recent estimate by the National Public Health Service, half of all mental problems in the United States, besides those related to drug or alcohol addiction, are made up of anxiety disorders. These include phobias, panic attacks, PTSD, obsessive-compulsive disorders, and generalized anxiety.

One researcher attempting to understand the physiological processes underlying human mental illness is Joseph LeDoux, a sort of neo-Skinnerian neurophysiologist at New York University. LeDoux is the recipient of dozens of awards (including the American Psychological Association’s Distinguished Scientific Contributions Award for “reinvigorating the field of emotion”). He also plays in a rock band called the Amygdaloids, named for the almond-shaped set of neurons, or amygdala, associated with emotional memory in the brain. LeDoux is the author of The Emotional Brain and Synaptic Self, and he researches the processing and storage of emotional memories, particularly traumatic ones, in the brain. But he doesn’t do his research on humans.

On LeDoux’s office door at NYU is a newspaper clipping of a guinea pig dressed up as a Christmas elf, with tiny felt antlers. There is also a yellowing newspaper article titled “Rats: From Pests to Pets” and a Peanuts cartoon in which Snoopy is talking about heartbreak. His bookshelves are lined with titles like Extreme Shyness and Social Phobia, Readings in Animal Behavior, and The End of Stress as We Know It. There are also a lot of neuroscience textbooks, encyclopedias of cognitive science, and a copy of On the Expression of the Emotions by Darwin.

LeDoux’s insights into the human brain in his books and his many journal articles are based on more than thirty years of research on rodents. Recent experiments in his lab have focused on understanding the noradrenaline system in the amygdala. His research suggests that changing levels of regulatory transmitters in the brain (such as norepinephrine) may affect whether the kinds of memories that, in humans, tend to give rise to anxiety disorders like PTSD, actually end up as traumatizing.

Since he works in mice and rats as opposed to people, I asked LeDoux if it made sense to think of himself not solely as one of the world’s preeminent fear experts but as a rat fear expert. He told me that whether he was looking at a rodent or a person was actually beside the point. “It’s not the rat part of the rat,” he said, that makes it a good study animal. “It is their amygdalas. Because theirs are so similar to ours.”

LeDoux believes that feelings, as humans think of them, are a product of language. Other animals may have feelings, he argues, but we will never know them and that is not the goal of his research.

LeDoux is correct that the ways we describe our feelings are particular to our species, products of language, culture, individual brain chemistry, and our own learned experiences of what we find fun, satisfying, or terrifying. This is true even at the individual level. Old wooden roller coasters terrify me, but my brother, a firefighter paramedic who hops out of helicopters to rescue injured hikers and drags people from car wrecks, finds them boring. As neuroscientists like Panksepp argue, the fact that we use language to describe these sensations and experiences doesn’t mean that feelings are limited to human beings. And they may be just as individualized. Perhaps the dog version of my brother prefers standing in the open bed of a pickup truck to riding inside the cab, even on the freeway. We can’t know what other animals feel, but that doesn’t prove that they aren’t feeling something. The trick is to attempt to understand what they may be experiencing without projecting all of our own feelings onto theirs.

On my last visit to LeDoux’s office he told me that using rats and mice has allowed him and other researchers to make detailed maps of how animals learn about and respond to danger, real or imagined. LeDoux and I don’t agree, however, on whether his research on fear in rats demonstrates that rats can have fear or anxiety disorders. He told me that you’d have to observe animals in their natural habitat in order to find out how fear and stress changed their behavior. Yet his work depends upon making rats fearful enough to alter some aspect of their behavior so that it can be studied scientifically. If these behaviors occur with a frequency or intensity that disrupts their normal life (a relative concept for a lab rodent), then it fits the definition of mental illness in humans. Rats who have been shocked enough times to lose interest in food, for example, or in playfully interacting with their cage mates may be exhibiting a rodent version of induced depression or a depression-like state. At its most extreme, this state is considered “learned helplessness,” a phrase coined by the psychologists Martin Seligman and Steven Maier in 1967. The researchers shocked a group of dogs into a state of such indifference that they could no longer muster the energy to escape the pain or react to it, even when all they had to do was jump over a low partition to safety. They simply gave up, resigned to their fate. Seligman saw parallels in humans caught in horrible circumstances that were outside of their control. “Such uncontrollable events can significantly debilitate organisms,” he wrote, “they produce passivity in the face of trauma, inability to learn that responding is effective, and emotional stress in animals, and possible depression in man.”

Le Doux may shy away from equating human and rat depression because he is leery of anthropomorphizing (although he did admit to me that he could tell when his pet cat was happy). Like a heavy leash that drags along behind nearly all twentieth-century efforts to understand the emotional lives of other animals, anthropomorphism was resented and feared. Radical behaviorists like B. F. Skinner, comparative psychologists, ecologists, and many ethologists warned against sentimentalizing other animals and rejected Darwin’s ideas on animal emotions, working to suppress what they considered subpar science. For a long time anthropomorphism was a dirty word in the behavioral sciences, despite the fact that experimental animals were busy acting as models for human psychobiological phenomena inside laboratories worldwide.
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