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INTRODUCTION

Let’s Talk Fauxnads A Crash Course in Anthropomorphism

When Gregg Miller’s dog disappeared for three days, Miller reluctantly agreed to remove his testicles. The dog’s testicles that is, not Miller’s.

Buck, the dog, had wandered off looking for a female to mate with, perfectly normal behavior for a male dog with intact testicles. To stop sexually mature dogs like Buck from roaming too far, most veterinarians recommend having the dog neutered. But Miller, like many men, struggled with the idea of canine castration. “It’s become our culture to accept emasculation of our pets as normal,” Miller told CTV News. “Turning our pets into little eunuchs.”1

Despite his misgivings, Miller allowed Buck to be neutered. But after the surgery, Miller was heartbroken watching Buck lick mournfully at his recently emptied scrotum. “[Buck] was telling me, ‘They’re gone. What happened?’” recounted Miller.2

It was in that emotionally charged moment that a solution—and a killer business idea—struck Miller: prosthetic dog testicles.

In response to Buck’s perceived loss of dignity, Miller invested his savings in developing fake dog testicles. His initial prototypes—which he dubbed Neuticles—were made of hard plastic. They could be inserted into the scrotum of a neutered dog to re-create the look and feel of testicles. The surgery itself takes only a few minutes and is “as easy as changing a lightbulb,” according to Miller.3 Early adopters complained that the testicles made a disconcerting “clonking” sound when their dogs jumped onto the couch. Eventually a quieter, silicone version was created, and these took the world by storm. Miller would go on to dominate the market in fake dog balls. To date, Miller’s company CTI (Canine Testicular Implantation) has sold over 500,000 Neuticles (also called “fauxnads”), earning him millions and an Ig Nobel Prize (a satiric award given to scientific research that makes people laugh, then think).

Miller’s crusade was predicated on the desire to help neutered dogs retain their “natural look and self-esteem,” as the Neuticles marketing material suggests.4 But is it true that dogs get sad when they notice their testicles are missing? Do they even notice in the first place?

“Yes, they do!” insists Miller.5

Not so, say many animal cognition scientists—myself included. The vast majority of veterinarians see no physical or psychological benefit for the animals’ getting testicle implants, and most are unwilling to perform the surgery. The Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons, in the United Kingdom, states that “the insertion of prosthetic testicles is not a procedure that benefits the animal and is not in the animal’s interests.”6 The Veterinary Council of New Zealand warns that “the insertion of neuticles (prosthetic testicles) cannot be justified.”7 Veterinarian Joe Dunne pulled no punches in lambasting the idea of “post-neutering trauma,” writing that “there is no medical or psychological reason why a dog would need false testicles. All perceived benefits are for the owner’s benefit, which makes their implantation an unnecessary and selfish procedure.”8

So what is going on here? Why, despite objections from experts, does Miller feel so strongly that his dog Buck experienced a personal crisis after castration? Why did my good friend Wojtek shed tears—actual tears—after getting his dog neutered? “I wept inconsolably in my car after dropping my dog at the vet,” he told me. “I don’t remember when I mourned so intensely.”

All this drama around dog emasculation rests at the furry feet of anthropomorphism.

Anthropo-what-now?

This is a book about anthropomorphism and the powerful grip it has on your mind. So powerful that it makes grown men weep in their cars at the thought of canine castration. It’s also about the pleasures of anthropomorphism, and how it can be harnessed as a force for good in your life. Anthropomorphizing your cat or your car or your AI companion, if, when done thoughtfully, is both fun and beneficial to all parties involved.

If you aren’t familiar with anthropomorphism, allow me to introduce you to the topic. Prepare to be amazed as I unveil a world filled with emotional support alligators, a woman who married her briefcase, and Soviet superbabies who drink dolphin milk. If you are familiar with the word, that’s fantastic too because you’re probably wondering how dolphin milk fits in and I can’t wait to tell you.

But before I explain why anthropomorphism makes people so weird about their dogs’ testicles, I need to make sure we’re all on the same page since the word anthropomorphism can mean different things to different people. When I told my friend Nathan and his wife, Clare—she is a rector in the Anglican Church—that I was writing a book about anthropomorphism, they were slightly puzzled. It was weird that I, an openly nonreligious animal cognition scientist, was interested in the topic. For a religious scholar, the word anthropomorphism applies to the problem of depicting god(s) in human form, and they were less familiar with it as a concept that applies to the study of animal behavior. When I was chatting with the evolutionary biologist Marc Bekoff about my book idea, he was surprised when I told him that I was going to dedicate a section of the book to artificial intelligence (AI). He’d spent an entire career using the word anthropomorphism to describe how humans interact with and study animals, and hadn’t considered how it might apply to AI. And when I asked a few Generation Alpha kids if they knew what the word meant, they told me that anthropomorphism is what made their gamer friend simp over a chatbot. They’d never heard it being associated with either animals or gods.

Throughout my training as an animal cognition scientist, anthropomorphism was a well-known—and rather infamous—dirty word, a potential pitfall that could fool us into thinking that animals had human-like cognitive traits where there were none to be found. The battle between scientists over the use and/or misuse of anthropomorphism as a tool for understanding animal minds has been raging since Darwin’s time, as you’ll read about in future chapters. But you won’t find the word anthropomorphism used to refer to animals in very many news stories these days. Most headlines use the word to describe the problematic way that people unjustly attribute human qualities not to animals but to AI. “The Perils of Anthropomorphizing Machine Intelligence,” reads one headline from a 2023 Newsweek article.9

A modern definition needs to capture the diverse ways in which we use the term today, and it needs to fit just as well for animals and gods as it does for AI. The behavioral scientists and anthropomorphism experts Adam Waytz, Nicholas Epley, and John Cacioppo offer this definition of anthropomorphism: “attributing capacities that people tend to think of as distinctly human to nonhuman agents, in particular humanlike mental capacities (e.g., intentionality, emotion, cognition).”10 I like this definition, but for the purposes of this book I don’t want to limit things to “agents,” as an agent is some sort of being that has the ability to act or do things, and many things we anthropomorphize, like pet rocks, don’t do anything at all. The Cambridge Dictionary’s current definition casts a wider net, defining anthropomorphism as “the showing or treating of animals, gods, and objects as if they are human in appearance, character, or behaviour.” This definition includes the flip side of anthropomorphism, which is that it not only nudges us to see humanity in the world around us but also leads us to depict the natural world in human-like form in our art and literature. Think the Ents (human-like tree creatures) from Lord of the Rings or Winnie-the-Pooh (a human-shirt-wearing but otherwise animalistically pantsless talking bear). In addition to agents (like animals, gods, or pantsless bears) and non-agential objects (like cars), I would include natural events (like hurricanes), abstract concepts (like corporations), and computer software (like AI assistants) on the list of things we anthropomorphize. Anthropomorphism is then perhaps best defined as this: the human propensity to treat or depict everything that exists as if those things were human.

Now that we have a handy definition of anthropomorphism on the books, it’s time for a crash course in how anthropomorphism works. This quick overview will provide you with the tool kit you’ll need to make sense of the madcap examples of anthropomorphism that are coming down the pike. To get started, we have to agree on what a “human” is and decide what it means to “treat” something “like a human.” Figuring this out is not just an exercise in pedantry or mierenneuken (the delightfully vulgar Dutch term for nitpicking that I only feel comfortable translating in the endnote).11 Rather, it’s a necessary step on the way to explaining how and why our minds generate anthropomorphism.

Let’s start with the question of what a human is. “Human” is a biologically ingrained category our minds generate for other members of the species Homo sapiens. Our biology and our genes are primarily concerned with keeping us alive long enough to have children, so it’s not surprising that our minds are experts at differentiating between humans and not-humans. That way, we don’t waste our time mating with or spending too much time worrying about the welfare of non-human entities that won’t help us pass on our genes. This kind of intra-species recognition is a fundamental aspect of all animal species’ biology. As much as a chimpanzee, for example, looks and acts like a human (they share almost 99 percent of our DNA, after all), a normally functioning human brain will automatically classify a chimpanzee as not-human. Humanish, to be sure, but not an actual human. This ability to effortlessly differentiate between human and not-human is key to understanding how anthropomorphism works (especially when it comes to anthropomorphism gone wrong), as you will see throughout the book.

As far as the question of what it means to “treat” something “like a human,” this is where things get messy. To treat something like a human means to interact with it in a manner that assumes it has a human-like mind. Or more accurately, to treat it as if it has a mind similar to your own. As a human, you have a mind filled with emotions, desires, thoughts, beliefs, etc. So to anthropomorphize something means to interact with it in a way that assumes that it has its own set of emotions, desires, thoughts, and beliefs that are analogous to yours.

Human minds are stuffed with cognitive abilities that can be lumped into two broad categories: experience and agency. In Daniel Wegner and Kurt Gray’s book The Mind Club, experience is described as involving the capacities for “hunger, pain, pleasure, rage, and desire, as well as personality, consciousness, pride, embarrassment, and joy,” whereas agency involves “self-control, morality, memory, emotion recognition, planning, communication, and thought.”12 To treat a fellow human as a human means to acknowledge that they have a mind chock-full of cognitive abilities divided across these two domains, and this means we should grant them some sort of moral status in deference to those abilities. It doesn’t mean we necessarily always feel the urge to be nice to every human we encounter, however. If some jerk in a Porsche is riding our bumper on the highway, we might slow down and take pleasure in watching them through the rearview mirror as they lose their mind with road rage. Sometimes we cause harm to others precisely because we know they have a mind that can generate experience and agency similar to our own. But, as we will see throughout the book, once we lump someone in the category “human,” our minds generate a qualitatively different moral experience when thinking about them as opposed to anything in the non-human category. As Adam Waytz points out in his book The Power of Human, humans “respond with moral concern to the slightest indication of humanity.”13 Importantly, this distinction between experience and agency and the way it interacts with our capacity for moral concern will help explain why we anthropomorphize different things differently.

So anthropomorphism, then, is the act of treating a non-human as if it had a human-like mind even though we know it is not a human. And this weird, irrational stance is precisely why people have been shitting on anthropomorphism for the past two and a half thousand years. The sixth-century BCE Greek philosopher and poet Xenophanes mocked those who pictured the pantheon of gods as a bunch of humanoids lounging around Mount Olympus dressed in the latest Grecian fashion, writing that “mortals suppose that the gods are born (as they themselves are), and that they wear man’s clothing and have human voice and body.”14 The seventeenth-century philosopher Francis Bacon, often viewed as the father of empiricism (the idea that knowledge comes from observations, measurements, and experiments), was worried that humans tend to view not just the divine but the natural world as a whole in inappropriately human terms. Bacon wrote that “human understanding is like a false mirror which receives light irregularly, then distorts and discolors the nature of things by mingling its own nature with it.”15 Eighteenth-century philosopher and empiricism fanboy David Hume felt the same, writing that there is a “universal tendency among mankind to conceive all beings like themselves, and to transfer to every object, those qualities, with which they are familiarly acquainted, and of which they are intimately conscious.”16 George Henry Lewes, a contemporary and critic of Charles Darwin, cautioned against assuming there was a human-like mind motivating the behavior of non-human animals, writing in 1858 that “we are incessantly at fault in our tendency to anthropomorphise, a tendency which causes us to interpret the actions of animals according to the analogies of human nature.”17

So if anthropomorphism is such a problem, as these prominent thinkers believe, why did it evolve in the first place? Why is it a universally observed behavior, part and parcel of the human condition across cultures and throughout history? What’s causing us to treat clearly non-human things as if they are humans? Shouldn’t our biology and genes prevent us from anthropomorphizing, in much the same way that they stop us from trying to make babies with capybaras? As I hope to make clear in this book, there’s a good argument to be made that being predisposed to find human-like qualities in the world is not a silly bug but a vital feature of the human mind.

But why, though?

There are two main hypotheses as to the biological benefits of anthropomorphizing.18 The first is that anthropomorphizing non-humans prevents us from missing an opportunity to connect socially with another human. This is called the social motivation hypothesis (the drive to seek out human minds in the world). If our default setting is to assume that there are human-like minds in all things—and especially things that appear vaguely human—then it guarantees that we’ll be correct when we encounter an actual human mind. And connecting socially with another human through a mutual understanding of shared subjective experiences is the single most powerful thing that our species can do. It allows us to cooperate and to coordinate our behavior—in terms of both complexity and scale—in ways that no other species can. Every human relationship, whether that’s with our spouse, our pickleball partners, or the millions of other people with whom we share a nationality, is predicated on our unshakable belief that we all possess similar minds. We might not see eye-to-eye with our neighbor when it comes to specifics like politics or choice in music, but these are just surface differences. As Martin Luther King Jr. wrote, “We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality.”19 And that mutuality derives from the identical cognitive architecture of experience and agency upon which all human minds are built. Anthropomorphism, then, evolved to guarantee that we’d never miss the opportunity to network with a like-minded other human. There’s a lot of evidence to support this hypothesis, as we’ll see in this book, including the simple fact that humans deprived of social contact (i.e., lonely people) tend to anthropomorphize more than socially active people.20

The second hypothesis as to why we anthropomorphize non-humans is that it helps us make sense of an unpredictable world. This is called the effectance motivation hypothesis (the drive to explain observable behavior via human-like intentions). When we are young children, the world appears full of unfamiliar and confusing things and events. The one thing that we have the most exposure to—and thus the most familiarity with—is our own thoughts and feelings. So as we grow and try to make sense of the newness in the world around us, we use our own minds as the model to explain the unpredictable behavior of every weird new thing we encounter. This can be the behavior of other humans, but also the wasp buzzing around our ice cream cone, the self-driving taxi bearing down on us in the crosswalk, the hailstorm coming over the horizon, and so on. Getting through life is all about the need to predict what is going to happen next, and anthropomorphism is a shortcut to helping us make these predictions.

Psychologists believe that humans are particularly sensitive to stimuli in our environment that indicate the presence of other agents (that is, things that can act with intention and purpose).21 If we hear a rattling coming from our trash can, we suspect that there is something or someone (i.e., an agent) doing the rattling. And immediately after detecting the presence of that putative agent (for example, a raccoon), our minds then quickly anthropomorphize it, assuming it has not just intentions but human-like intentions. This process is part of what’s called having a theory of mind—that is, theorizing that other creatures have minds full of thoughts, ideas, and beliefs like we have. Using theory of mind, we might guess that the raccoon “wants” to eat the tortellini we tossed in the garbage last night because raccoons “love” tortellini. Guessing what the raccoon “wants” is a helpful (and often correct) tool for predicting the raccoon’s behavior, even if we’re wrong about the raccoon’s true desires and intentions. Anthropomorphism, then, might’ve evolved as the default mode of thinking, a cognitive bias obliging us to see a world made up of agents (humans, animals, machines, weather, etc.) that desire to effect change in the world (hence the word effectance). And not just any agents, but ones with desires that are similar to the desires we’ve been experiencing since childhood.

If anthropomorphism really did evolve as a prediction-making device to help us guess the desires of other agents (whether those agents have desires or not), then it helps explain why humans are more likely to anthropomorphize when they find themselves in heavily unpredictable situations. Studies show that people are more likely to report that their computer “has a mind of its own” if it crashes at random, unpredictable intervals.22 I have harbored the not entirely serious but also not not serious belief that all the printers of the world hate me. The more temperamental the objects in our lives are—whether that’s recalcitrant printers, crashing computers, or cars that won’t start—the more likely we are to anthropomorphize them. Anthropomorphism might have evolved as the primary method for our minds to make sense of a scary and unpredictable world by assuming that everything that exists has desires and intentions similar to our own.

As we will see in this book, even when we anthropomorphize things that have no agency at all, there are still benefits. As a psychological predisposition resulting from the forces of natural selection, our capacity and desire to anthropomorphize all non-human things has benefited us as a species more than it has harmed us. “It’s a reflection of our brain’s greatest ability rather than a sign of our stupidity,” is how Nicholas Epley describes it.23 Epley and his research partners have long had the goal to “move anthropomorphism into the realm of ordinary cognitive processes,” as opposed to being some form of human thinking gone wrong, and I want this book to help nudge public opinion on that front.24 Anthropomorphism, you see, is not only ordinary but massively beneficial. The anthrozoologist James Serpell notes that early human hunters might well have had an advantage over Neanderthal neighbors because anthropomorphism allowed us to make better predictions about the behavior and movements of the animals we were tracking. “Anthropomorphic thinking helped Homo sapiens to become a super-predator,” argues Serpell, “by providing him with a specialized weapon for penetrating and exposing the minds of his prey.”25

If It Quacks Like a Human…

Before we get into all the juicy and bizarro stories of anthropomorphism gone wrong, there is one final concept we need to discuss: anthropomorphism triggers. Even though humans evolved the ability to anthropomorphize non-human things with ease, it doesn’t just happen automatically. We need triggers to kick-start the process, stimuli that let us know that the thing we are encountering has humanish qualities (and thus might actually be a human). There are three main subconscious triggers that kick-start our anthropomorphism: eyes, movement, and language. If a non-human thing has humanish eyes or a humanish face, moves in a humanish way or at a humanish speed, or appears to be trying to communicate in a way that suggests that they have the capacity for human language, our brains will be primed to start interacting with that thing as if it were in fact a fellow human. We will see throughout this book how powerful each of these triggers is on its own, and how unstoppable they are when they occur all together. We’ll also uncover plenty of secondary triggers, like having human-like hair, odor, or skin, or just generally being a human-like size or having a human-like number of limbs.

The more of these humanish triggers we encounter, the stronger the likelihood that we are, in fact, encountering another human mind. The fact that more triggers generate a stronger feeling of anthropomorphism explains why we consider animals like chimpanzees to be more human-like than sea anemones. Despite a sea anemone being a fellow animal, its plant-like body flopping about in the ocean currents generates almost no anthropomorphism at all. We will see how a lack of anthropomorphic triggers causes us to incorrectly assume the absence of otherwise present human-like cognitive properties, such as problem-solving abilities, emotions, and consciousness, for species that look and act less human-like. This trigger mismatch also explains why we dehumanize other humans who look, think, speak, and move in ways less similar to ourselves or to the people we encounter in our immediate community. We are less likely to attribute human-like qualities, agency, and even humanity to those less similar to us. This is a major contributor to—if not the root cause of—racism, ableism, tribalism, jingoism, and a whole host of other nasty isms. And it’s not the case that all humans are equally susceptible to these triggers. Some people are more prone to anthropomorphize than others, as we will learn. And some cultures are more likely to engage in anthropomorphism, which is how kawaii (cute) culture came to dominate Japan.

Throughout the book, you will see how these anthropomorphism triggers cause us to treat not just animals but objects, ideas, concepts, weather patterns, software systems, and so forth as if they had human-like minds. We will learn how we have conscious control over our anthropomorphism—allowing us to change the degree to which we anthropomorphize even in the absence of any triggers. We can choose, for example, to pretend that a leaf is feeling sad as the autumn wind blows it from the maple branch. Anthropomorphism is at the heart of so much of our art (the Great Sphinx of Giza), poetry (ravens uttering “Nevermore!”), and literature (the pigs Snowball and Napoleon from Animal Farm), as well as the basis for both child and adult pretend play. But it’s also at the heart of our ability to dehumanize—to ignore the triggers telling us of the presence of a human mind, allowing us to adopt moral positions that permit us to harm another human.

Because of the power of these triggers to subconsciously force our minds to anthropomorphize, it has long been used as a tool for marketers, politicians, and propagandists to manipulate our behavior. We will learn how anthropomorphism is used by creators—both artists and product designers—to stimulate triggers that give us positive feelings toward non-human things, concepts, and inanimate objects. I’ll delve into the world of mascots—those giant stuffed anthropomorphic creatures used to create brand loyalty to sports teams, breakfast cereals, and, in the case of the mascot Jimmy Hattori, condoms. We’ll see how much of the research into AI and robotics is about finding ways to design products that trigger us to anthropomorphize so we stop freaking out so much at the coming AI revolution. And we’ll hear about the ways in which anthropomorphism is a fundamental aspect of our religious and spiritual lives. Some academics suggest that the human propensity for believing in the supernatural is itself a psychological offshoot of our capacity for anthropomorphizing. Where once anthropomorphism might’ve been a label to chastise us for seeing human qualities in God, there is now an argument to be made that God itself is an illusion our minds generate through anthropomorphic thinking.

Fauxnads Redux

We’ve now come full circle in our crash course in anthropomorphism: an enigmatic circle that dangles before our eyes, clonking with anthropomorphism-edifying promise. Which brings us right back to Gregg Miller’s Neuticles. Miller made his millions because he channeled his anthropomorphism into solving a problem for his dog that likely was not actually a problem. By coming to grips with how anthropomorphism so deeply permeates our minds and influences our behavior, we can prevent ourselves from being fooled into thinking that a dog or chatbot or stuffed animal is feeling things that it simply cannot feel. Conversely, knowledge of how to properly wield anthropomorphism can help you correctly determine the presence of humanish qualities in animals and fellow humans where you’ve been underestimating how closely their mind resembles yours.

I wrote this book because I believe that anthropomorphism gets an unwarranted bad rap. It’s still used as a dirty word, especially when it comes to mocking people for anthropomorphizing animals. It has a long and sordid history in the scientific study of animal minds, but it’s time to pull it out of the mud, polish it up, and see it for what it is: a misunderstood but utterly charming linchpin of the human mind. I am hoping to convince you that is a boon, not a problem, as far as evolution is concerned. I want you to fall in love with anthropomorphism, to respect how powerful—and how fun—it is, and to help you realize how fundamentally (yet secretly) it has shaped your worldview. And while there are plenty of ways in which anthropomorphism does make us delusional at times, we can mitigate these dangers by learning to be aware of when and how anthropomorphism is tugging at our minds. That awareness can help us use our natural anthropomorphistic tendencies to create healthier relationships with the animals, the AI systems, and even the other humans in our lives. Anthropomorphism can and should be a pleasurable activity, and this book will help you learn to enjoy it without any of the negative consequences. Ultimately, I hope you’re left with a deep appreciation for the beauty and power of anthropomorphism. And that you won’t feel too bad for either Wojtek (who cares too much about his dog’s testicles) or his dog Monty (who doesn’t care about his testicles at all).
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