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Praise for Inside Animal Hearts and Minds


“Belinda Recio has written a fascinating account of animal emotions and animal intelligence. She makes the stories she tells available to a wide audience, and her examples are fair, friendly, and charming. I cannot imagine any animal lover not finding this a wonderful book!”


—Jeffrey Moussaieff Masson, bestselling author of nine books on the emotional life of animals, including Beasts: What Animals Can Teach Us


About the Origins of Good and Evil


“In an increasingly human-dominated world, nonhuman animals need all the help they can get. Belinda Recio’s Inside Animal Hearts and Minds will make it easier for people to re-wild their hearts, and reconnect with other animals. It’s essential that as we learn about the inner lives of animals— their cognitive, emotional, and moral capacities—we take action on their behalf. Ms. Recio’s book could be a game changer.”


—Marc Bekoff, professor emeritus of Ecology and Evolutionary Biology at the University of Colorado, Boulder, and author of numerous books on animals, including The Emotional Lives of Animals: A Leading Scientist


Explores Animal Joy, Sorrow, and Empathy and Why They Matter
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For Spooner,


whose charisma, intelligence, sense of humor, and love


enriched my life beyond measure.
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The heart has reasons of which reason knows nothing. 
Blaise Pascal, Pensées









Foreword


Arthur Schopenhauer, popularly known as the great philosopher of pessimism, once encapsulated the human moral predicament in a way that, to my ears at least, almost sounds optimistic.




From this point of view, we might well consider the proper form of address to be not Monsieur, Sir, Mein Herr, but my fellow sufferer, Soci Malorum, compagnons de misère. This . . . reminds us of that which is after all the most necessary thing in life—the tolerance, patience, regard, and love of neighbor of which everyone stands in need and which, therefore, every man owes his fellow.





This world is everything we have, and we are therefore, I suppose, obliged to love it. Nevertheless, we know that, in certain respects, it is a bad world. It is not merely that it is a world replete with suffering: pain, torment on an almost unimaginable scale. Worse: this suffering is a consequence of the basic design principles of the universe. The first law of thermodynamics tells us that energy can neither be created nor destroyed. The second law tells us that the disorder of any complex structure will increase in the absence of an input of energy. Taken together, these laws entail that destruction and death are built into our universe, as simple consequences of its design. To remain in existence, complex structures—such as you and I—must break down other complex structures and consume their energy. Even worse: when the light of consciousness finally evolved in this formerly dark universe, destruction was translated into suffering. And, worst of all: it is overwhelmingly likely that in lives such as ours, and in the lives of other conscious creatures, suffering will predominate. Suffering is a sign that the struggle to stay in existence is going badly, and you always have to pay special attention to this. Happiness—the sign of a struggle going well—you can afford to ignore. Suffering you have to deal with. And so, Schopenhauer concluded, we are, and must always be, more attuned to suffering than happiness. Unless we are very, very lucky, the suffering in our lives will outweigh the happiness. This is our predicament. His answer, his moral categorical imperative, was compassion.


In such a world, Schopenhauer’s vision may seem unlikely. How could the sorts of things to which Schopenhauer appealed—tolerance, patience, regard, love, compassion—exist in a world designed in this way? How could goodness—moral goodness—evolve in a world predicated on destruction? Put it this way: if you were told beforehand that this is how the universe was going be designed—by way of two laws that had such baleful consequences—how much money would you have been willing to put on the emergence of these sorts of qualities? I have to admit: I suspect I wouldn’t have seen it coming.


Yet it did. These qualities emerged. As Belinda Recio’s wonderful book demonstrates, they are not at all the exclusive preserve of humans—as we self-servingly try to convince ourselves—but are distributed widely throughout the animal kingdom. We humans are not the only moral animals. Indeed, we are probably not even the most moral of animals. That a universe designed along the most seemingly malicious lines produced these qualities, the kinds of behaviors documented in this book, seems almost miraculous to me. Sometimes I wish I were a more religiously inclined man, for then I could use the word miracle without compunction or scruple. Without it seeming a little odd. But, anyway, it is not a miracle. None of it is. There is no supernatural agency. There are no violations of the laws of nature. And we have a reasonable understanding of why and how goodness of this sort arose, in other animals as well as ourselves. Nevertheless, there is still something about it all that just seems so fantastically improbable: that a universe designed this way should have produced animals who do the things described here. Our home being what it is, this is what we might think of as a miracle of improbability.


In this book you meet animals who prove themselves to be so much more than the biological marionettes, or stimulus-response machines, that we have, for so long, tried to convince ourselves that they are. You will meet animals—little miracles of improbability—who are tolerant, patient, loving, kind, and compassionate. Not to mention intelligent and brave. You will meet animals who are our friends, our fellow travelers, our fellow sufferers, our compagnons de misère. You will, above all, meet animals who are good. If I understand Schopenhauer at all, then I know he would have approved.


—Mark Rowlands


Miami, Florida


March 2020
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Author’s Notes


Every effort has been made to credit the scientists, researchers, and writers whose work I present herein. I regret any omission and pledge to correct errors called to my attention in subsequent editions.


Regarding terminology: although humans are animals, I use the term animal to refer to nonhuman animals (except in the Introduction). In order to avoid objectifying animals, instead of it I use the pronouns him and her. Finally, I use the term owner despite how this designation degrades the role of animals in our lives to that of property. Animals who are under our care are more like family members, and our roles are closer to that of guardians rather than owners. But for the sake of readability, I have reluctantly defaulted to the common term, owner.









[image: image]


Introduction


When my editor first approached me and asked me to consider writing a book on animals who rescue, protect, or otherwise help out a human or other animal, I was hesitant. I had heard a few stories about animals engaging in these kinds of activities, but I wasn’t sure there would be enough verified content to fill a book. But as it turned out, there are plenty of true stories about animals behaving in remarkably kind and helpful ways.


I wasn’t very far into my research before I remembered a quote that helped me decide to write this book. In her essay “A Writer in the World,” author and naturalist Annie Dillard wrote, “You were made and set here to give voice to this, your own astonishment.” This quote came to mind because the stories I was finding were truly astonishing—humpback whales protecting a biologist from a shark, wild gorillas working together to dismantle poachers’ snares, seals who saved a woman from drowning, and many others. If the animals in these stories had been human, they would have been considered charitable, compassionate, or even heroic. Their acts of kindness—even if unintentional—remind us of what is best about the world. So I decided to take Dillard’s advice and write this book to give voice to my astonishment.


But what surprised me the most was the fact that I was astonished at all. This is the second book I have written about animal behavior, and I have covered this subject as a journalist for more than a decade, so I wasn’t expecting to feel surprise. In my first book on animal behavior, Inside Animal Hearts and Minds: Bears That Count, Goats That Surf, and Other True Stories of Animal Intelligence and Emotion, I wrote about ants who recognize themselves in a mirror, magpies who appear to hold funerals, parrots who name their chicks, apes who engage in make-believe, and much more. So why did it amaze me to learn that a parrot valiantly fought off an attacker to protect his owner or that a wild monkey tried to revive an unresponsive companion using CPR—chest compressions and mouth-to-mouth resuscitation? Why, after learning so much about animals, was I still struck by how human-like they seem? And why was I still thinking of these behaviors as human-like rather than parrot-like or monkey-like?


Writing this book made me realize that the belief in human exceptionalism is deeply entrenched—even in someone like myself, who writes about animals. The idea that humans are so very different from other animals extends deep into the past and is primarily rooted in various religious and philosophical traditions. But it continues into the present, in a myriad of ways, including scientists’ long-standing disapproval of anthropomorphism—the tendency to attribute human traits to other species. Within the general scientific community, it has been considered poor methodology to try to understand animal behavior by relating it to human behavior, because doing so may lead to misinterpretation of evidence and data. And there’s no doubt that it’s important to try to understand animals on their own terms, and not solely on the basis of how similar to humans they might seem. We need to be careful not to let our excitement about our commonalities prevent us from seeing them as they truly are.


However, completely dismissing behavioral similarities between human and animal behavior only makes sense if we believe that there isn’t any emotional continuity between humans and animals. Intuitively, this just doesn’t ring true. Many people who live with animals believe that they experience a range of emotions similar to those experienced by humans, and dozens of recent studies validate this belief. Because animal emotions are manifested in behaviors that can be observed and measured, scientists have been able to determine that a wide variety of animal species—ranging from mice to whales—appear to feel many of the same emotions that humans do. In fact, after decades of research, primatologist Frans de Waal goes one step further and asserts that “there are no human emotions that don’t have a parallel in animal emotions.”


To help make his point about how animals share the emotional spectrum with humans, de Waal compares emotions to biological organs. “Like organs, the emotions evolved over millions of years to serve essential functions. Their usefulness has been tested again and again, giving them the wisdom of ages. They nudge us to do what is best for us. Some emotions may be more developed in humans, or apply to a wider range of circumstances, but none is fundamentally new.” So, just as both humans and animals have hearts, brains, stomachs, and other organs (although these organs differ somewhat from species to species), they also appear to experience love, joy, grief, and other emotions (although the extent and expression of these emotions may differ as well).


With this emotional continuity between humans and animals in mind, we should stop thinking that a hippopotamus who saved a wildebeest from a crocodile was behaving in a “human-like” way. Whatever emotion might motivate a hippopotamus to behave this way—maternal protectiveness, empathetic concern, or something else—the emotion is one that is likely experienced by many animals, not just by humans.


So as you read the following stories—about animals acting in ways that seem motivated by empathy, compassion, altruism, and other emotions that we associate with our highest human virtues—I hope you will consider the possibility that what’s best about our human natures just might be our animal natures.
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A Beautiful Question


When the roughly forty-seven-foot-long, fifty-thousand-pound humpback approached marine biologist Nan Hauser—who was swimming near the whale—she assumed that he would swim around her. Instead, the massive whale started to push her around. He nudged her with his rostrum (snout) and tried to lift her out of the water onto his head, belly, and back. He pushed and pulled her with his huge pectoral fin and even tried to tuck her under it. In all of her twenty-eight years of swimming with whales, Hauser had never experienced a whale handling her the way this humpback was.


As the whale continued to graze and grope her, Hauser grew increasingly worried about her safety. She knew that if the whale bumped her too hard, he could very easily break her bones or cause internal injuries; and if he held her under his fin too long, she could drown. Even though the biologist believed that her life was in danger, she tried to stay calm and kept her underwater camera rolling. After about ten of the longest minutes of her life, she was finally able to disengage from the whale and swim toward the safety of her research vessel. Other than some scrapes from the barnacles on the whale’s body, Hauser was physically okay. But mentally, she was utterly perplexed by the whale’s behavior.


When Hauser had just about reached the boat, she looked back and saw a second humpback tail-whacking what appeared to be yet another—a third—whale. Just as this third whale started swimming toward her, she suddenly saw something that confirmed her life really had been in danger: what she had thought was a third whale was actually a fifteen-foot-long tiger shark. The humpback hadn’t been attacking her—he had been protecting her from the shark. And while her humpback hero was trying to keep her away from the shark, the second humpback had been doing his part by tail slapping it.


Once she was back on her research vessel, Hauser and others on board reviewed the video footage of the encounter and confirmed that the humpbacks appeared to be trying to protect her from the shark.


Hauser is president of the Cook Islands–based Center for Cetacean Research and Conservation in the South Pacific, and she has nearly three decades of experience researching whales. She had heard other stories of humpbacks protecting marine mammals from orcas and sharks, but as far as she knew, this was the first time a humpback had protected a human. When talking about her encounter, Hauser likes to point out that she had spent twenty-eight years protecting whales before she realized that they might have been protecting her, too.
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Four days after the humpbacks protected her from the shark, Hauser was in her boat when she saw a humpback surfacing to check her out. Hauser entered the water with her camera, and the whale swam up underneath her until they were only four feet apart. The whale then placed both pectoral fins around her, in what felt to Hauser “like a hug.”


When asked in an interview with National Public Radio why a whale would behave altruistically, Hauser answered, “I’ve been studying humpbacks for twenty-eight years, and I plan on spending a lot more of my life trying to figure that question out because it’s actually a beautiful question to try to answer.”


A Compassionate Instinct?


The seal was floating on a raft of ice when marine ecologist Robert Pitman noticed her. A second later, Pitman saw a group of orcas working together to create a wave that knocked the seal into the water. Things looked pretty bad for the seal—until a pair of humpbacks arrived. The seal swam directly toward the humpbacks, and as she approached the whales, a wave lifted her right up onto the chest of one of the whales, who was floating on his back. Pitman assumed that being out of the water and safe on the humpback’s chest would only bring the seal a few seconds of reprieve, because once she slipped back into the sea, the orcas would finally get their dinner.
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Orcas will sometimes beach themselves on land or jump onto an ice floe in order to catch a seal.


Then the strangest thing happened. As the seal started to slip off the whale’s chest, the whale gently nudged her back on with his flipper, keeping her away from the orcas. Later, after the marauding orcas had left, the seal slid off the whale’s chest and made her way to the safety of another island of ice.


This episode happened while Pitman and a team of scientists were in Antarctica researching orcas. The BBC had hitched a ride on their research vessel so that they could capture footage for a documentary, Frozen Planet. A few days before he saw the humpbacks rescue the seal, Pitman and the others on board saw orcas interacting with humpbacks. At that time, they thought that the humpbacks might be under attack. They moved closer to get a better look, but nothing much seemed to be going on between the humpbacks and orcas, and soon both species dispersed. But later, when they looked at the footage shot by the BBC film crew, they saw that a Weddell seal had been taking refuge between two humpbacks.


If that was all Pitman had seen, he might have written it off as just the seal’s good luck at having found a couple of humpbacks to hide between. But when he witnessed the second rescue, he started to wonder if something interesting was going on with humpback whales. So he reached out to others who regularly observe humpbacks and asked if they had ever seen them come to another animal’s defense. Pitman received 115 descriptions of similar encounters, many documented by photographs and videos. In 90 percent of those encounters in which the animal under attack could be identified, it was not another humpback, so it was clear the humpbacks were not simply defending one of their own.


No one knows why these gentle giants appear to come to the rescue of other animals, but it might have something to do with their gray matter. Humpback brains contain spindle neurons—cells that, in the human brain, are associated with the ability to feel empathy. So it’s possible that humpbacks are “wired” for feeling and understanding the emotions of others.


Beluga to the Rescue


Almost everyone has an idea of what their dream job would be, and for Yang Yun, it was being a whale trainer at China’s Polar Land Aquarium. In 2009, Yun had a shot at this career, but applying for it involved more than just submitting a résumé. Applicants had to participate in a free-diving competition, demonstrating how far they could dive into the twenty-foot-deep arctic pool that housed the beluga whales and how long they could stay underwater. The applicant who dove the deepest and lasted the longest would get the job.


Yun signed up to try out, and everything went well at first. But then, as she descended to about fifteen feet under the icy water, her legs stopped working. The arctic temperature of the water caused her muscles to cramp, preventing her from swimming to the surface. She panicked and began to choke, which only caused her to drop farther into the pool. Just as the aspiring whale trainer gave up hope and believed she was going to die, she suddenly felt herself being pushed to the surface.
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Belugas are social, gregarious animals who migrate, hunt, and play together. In the wild, they exhibit curiosity toward humans and often approach boats and divers.


It turns out that two of the belugas in the pool—Nicola and Mila—had noticed Yun’s distress. Mila immediately took matters into her own . . . mouth. She gently grasped Yun’s leg in her mouth and pushed her up to the surface of the pool. Yun survived the ordeal without injury, profoundly grateful for Mila’s immediate action, which had saved her life. The spokesperson for the aquarium said that Yun was especially lucky because Mila had recognized that Yun needed help before any of the aquarium staff did, which saved precious time.


Why did Mila rescue Yun? It might be because belugas are social animals who hunt together and constantly communicate with one another. As a result of their social behavior, they develop a keen sensitivity to their pod mates. It’s possible that Mila, who was socialized with humans, had developed a sensitivity to people as well and so responded to Yun’s distress as if she were a pod mate.


A Whale of Gratitude


Given that whales behave altruistically toward other species, is it possible that they might be capable of recognizing—and even appreciating—altruistic behavior directed toward themselves? The divers who came to the rescue of a humpback believe they know the answer to this question.


James Moskito was one of a team of divers called in to try to rescue a humpback whale entangled in commercial crab traps near the Farallon Islands, about thirty miles west of San Francisco, in December 2005. He was the first to approach the whale, and when he saw the extent of the whale’s entanglement, his heart sank. She was floating near the surface of the sea, surrounded by buoys, each of which was tied with numerous weighted lines to about a dozen ninety-pound metal crab traps sitting on the ocean floor, roughly 250 feet below. The lines were so deeply embedded into the whale’s flesh that many were no longer visible. Moskito didn’t believe that the whale had a chance, but he was determined to do what he could.




The Cells That Make Us . . . Whale?
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Another explanation for Mila’s compassionate behavior could be found in the cells in her brain. Beluga brains, like those of humpbacks and other whales, contain spindle neurons, which are associated with self-awareness, a theory of mind (awareness of other minds), social intelligence, and empathy. The spindle neuron has often been described as the “cell that makes us human.” But this belief changed in 2006 when two scientists, Patrick Hof and Estel Van Der Gucht, discovered spindle cells in the brains of humpbacks and other species of whales. Not only do whales have spindle cells, but they may have three times as many as humans do, even after adjusting for brain size. Even more interesting, whales may have had this kind of cell for twice as long as humans, evolutionarily speaking. So perhaps instead of thinking that spindle cells—and all the cognitive functions they enable—are what make us human, we could think of them as the cells that “make us whale.”





Within minutes, Moskito was joined by another diver, Tim Young, and the two snorkeled around the distressed humpback to further evaluate the situation. They saw crab lines tightly wound around the whale’s pectoral fin, head, and mouth. When Moskito dove under the surface, he saw that her tail was tangled in the weighted crab-trap lines, which were pulling her downward, forcing her to struggle to keep her blow-hole out of the water.
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Although scientists do not know if animals feel gratitude, there are many stories about animals showing pleasure after a human treats them kindly. When the animal on the receiving end of a kindness directs their pleasure toward the individual who treated them kindly, it seems reasonable to consider the possibility that the animal is expressing something akin to gratitude.
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