
favourite 
anim

al?
W

hy do w
e like som

e anim
als, yet find others 

scary or repulsive? Is there a scientific  
reason for our feelings or are they sim

ply a 
reflection of irrational prejudice?  
M

ARK
 STRATTON

 asked a range of w
ildlife 

experts to throw
 som

e light on the m
atter.

W
hat’s your



B
B

C W
ildlife

53
June 2008

June 2008
56

B
B

C W
ildlife

TA
LK

IN
G

 P
O

IN
T 

 FAVO
U

R
ITE

 A
N

IM
A

L

Previous page, clockwise from top left: wild dog: P Oxford/NPL; red uakari: I Arndt/NPL; garden dormouse: K Echle/NPL; great white shark: M Carwardine/NPL; brown bear: S Widstrand/NPL; Bering wolffish: Nature Production/NPL; flying squirrel: Aflo/NPL; fruit bat: Christian Ziegler; grey wolf: L M Stone/NPL; 
cormorant: R Tilley/NPL; puffin: G Simpson/NPL; box turtle: N Benvie/NPL; elephant: P Blackwell/NPL; Andean condor: Jose B Ruiz/NPL; meerkat: P Oxford/NPL; tree frog: P Savoie/NPL; Cheetah: S Eszterhas/NPL; wolf spider: R Nussbaumer/NPL; harp seal: D Allan/NPL; preying mantis: S Packham/NPL

.

SHE W
AS LEATHERY-SKINNED, bald and left 

a groove the w
idth of a country lane in the 

sandy beach. N
evertheless, I w

as sm
itten. 

There m
ay be no accounting for taste, but 

m
y first night studying leatherback turtles in 

C
osta R

ica w
as the start of a lasting love affair.

I’ve long been interested in w
hat m

otivates 
our favouritism

 tow
ards certain anim

als. For 
m

e, a leatherback’s colossal size and sense 
of m

ystery form
 part of its appeal, yet these 

sam
e features m

ay w
ell repel som

eone else.
Such preferences often seem

 m
ystifying 

and quite contrary. I’ve never w
arm

ed to 
dogs, for instance, despite their popularity – 
I find them

 far too dem
anding. A

nd w
hy do 

tigers scarcely register a blip on our R
ichter 

scale of terror, w
hen a tiny, harm

less spider 
is enough to induce blind panic? 

O
ver the years, surveys of our favourite 

anim
als typically throw

 up the sam
e fam

iliar 
faces. Tigers topped a recent A

nim
al C

hannel 
poll and w

ere runners-up in B
B

C
 W

ildlife’s 
20

0
0

 survey, behind dolphins and ahead 
of elephants and chim

ps. A
nd looking back 

at a London Z
oo poll published in 19

6
1, 

chim
panzees trium

phed ahead of the now
-

perennial favourites pandas and lions.
T

he key reason for these preferences, says 
zoologist and author D

esm
ond M

orris, is 
an innate bias tow

ards anim
als that exhibit 

hum
anoid qualities. In other w

ords, w
e 

prefer anim
als that resem

ble ourselves. 
In his book Peoplew

atching (20
0

2), M
orris 

sum
m

arised the qualities w
e favour: “H

air 
rather than scales or feathers…

 rounded 
outlines, flat faces, facial expressions and a 
body posture…

 som
e w

ay or other vertical.” 
O

ur favouritism
 is also sw

ayed by 
anthropom

orphism
 – attributing hum

an 
characteristics and values to anim

als (w
ith 

no scientific basis). T
hus, w

rote M
orris, “T

he 
hyena has becom

e the epitom
e of an ugly, 

scavenging cow
ard…

 the eagle, in contrast, is 
lauded as a brave, dignified w

arrior, sw
ooping 

dow
n from

 the skies.” ‘C
uddly’ anim

als, he 
suggested, represent childlike sym

bols. 
R

adio 4 presenter and B
B

C
 W

ildlife 
colum

nist B
rett W

estw
ood adds his ow

n 
criteria. “A

nim
als have to be pleasing to 

look at and com
bine m

ystery and a sense 
of fam

iliarity,” he says. “A
esthetically, m

y 
favourites are barn ow

ls. Everything about 
them

 is beautiful – evolution has taken 
them

 to the nth degree in colour, form
 and 

flight.” M
artin W

arren, head of B
utterfly 

C
onservation, says his favourite anim

als 
conjure up pleasant childhood m

em
ories  

“of hot sum
m

er days in the garden w
ith 

velvety-w
inged red adm

irals on buddleias.” 
 

B
ACK

 TO
 B

ASICS
 

So, how
 early are these opinions form

ed? 
I visited C

opplestone P
rim

ary School in 
D

evon to ask 9
 to 11-year-olds about their 

favourites. Tigers cam
e com

fortably first, and 
som

e children w
ere very aw

are of their iconic 
conservation status. D

ogs, lions and m
onkeys 

follow
ed, but exotics such as m

anatees and 
K

om
odo dragons also featured – indicating 

that tv w
as probably inform

ing their 
preferences. M

any favourites w
ere ‘cute and 

cuddly’, w
hile K

ate (10
) loved chim

panzees, 
because “they live like us, show

 m
oods 

and m
ake tools.” There w

as em
pathy for 

endangered anim
als, too. Jessica (9

) chose 

never having encountered one. “There’s 
som

ething about those fleshy abdom
ens and 

huge jaw
s,” he adm

its. “I can’t see any 
redeem

ing features.”
Easing onto the psychologist’s couch, 

I’m
 intrigued by theories suggesting that 

w
e’ve developed an innate sense of fear and 

caution tow
ards anim

als that our prim
itive 

ancestors once considered dangerous, w
hich 

has som
ehow

 been hard-w
ired into our 

genes. It’s a delicious im
age: the idea that 

w
e instinctively share the panic that M

r and 
M

rs N
eanderthal felt w

henever a large spider 
craw

led into their cave. Supporting this, 
D

esm
ond M

orris’s ow
n research detected 

in-built fear in young chim
panzees w

hen 
exposed to snakes for the first tim

e. 
Perhaps the inexplicable nervousness w

e 
feel in unfam

iliar environm
ents indicates 

inherited anim
al dislikes. “A

s a zoologist, I 
know

 that sharks are m
agnificent creatures,” 

M
orris tells m

e. “B
ut as a poor sw

im
m

er, I 
have an irrational fear of them

. W
hen taking 

a dip in the ocean, I often look over m
y 

shoulder to see if one is follow
ing m

e.”
P

sychologist and phobia specialist 

“Pictures of spiders set m
e off,” confesses 

w
ildlife author R

obert B
urton. H

e is unable 
to share the sam

e room
 as a spider, and feels 

uncom
fortable each autum

n w
hen house 

spiders m
igrate into his hom

e. “It’s not a 
feeling of fear, as I know

 they w
on’t harm

 
m

e,” he explains. “I feel revulsion.” 
A

rachnophobia seem
s to run deeper than 

sim
ple learned behaviour and has nothing to 

do w
ith actual experience. B

rett W
estw

ood 
feels uneasy about solifuge spiders, despite 

m
anatees: “I feel sorry for them

 because 
boats sail over them

 and dam
age them

.”
Infinitely m

ore baffling to m
e, how

ever, is 
w

hy w
e dislike certain anim

als. In such cases, 
rationality often flies out of the w

indow
.

Spiders w
ere the children’s m

ost reviled 
anim

al group, ahead of w
asps, snakes and 

sharks. C
om

m
ents on these arachnids 

expressed both fear and absence of hum
an 

qualities. They w
ere “scary and evil,”  

“eight-legged” and had “too m
any eyes.” 

I also noticed signs of learned behaviour. 
C

helsea (10
) explained that “spiders stick 

their fangs into you and you can die…
  

M
y m

um
 hates them

, too.” 
O

ur least-favoured anim
als are 

underpinned, w
rote D

esm
ond M

orris, by 
a perception of danger and their “lack of 
anthropom

orphic qualities.” In extrem
is, 

anim
al dislikes m

anifest as zoophobias 
– anything from

 spheksophobia (fear of 
w

asps) to alektorophobia (fear of chickens). 
M

ost com
m

on is arachnophobia, som
ething 

that reportedly affects 7.5 m
illion B

ritons, 
and, as I soon discovered, can turn even 
hardened zoologists to jelly. 

P
rofessor G

raham
 D

avey has other ideas. 
W

ith only 0
.1 per cent of the w

orld’s 35,0
0

0
 

arachnid species delivering venom
ous bites, 

he argues that spiders cannot have forced 
this kind of gene ‘selection pressure’. “W

e do 
not significantly fear large predatory species 
(such as tigers) to back this evolutionary 
theory,” he says, and questions inherited fear 
in the context of our dislike of, say, harm

less 
snails: “W

ere hordes of predatory snails 
chasing our ancestors across the savannah 
20

,0
0

0
 years ago?”

D
ISGU

ST TH
EO

R
Y 

M
an-eating m

olluscs aside, Professor D
avey 

offers ‘disgust theory’ to shed light on our 
dislikes. D

isgust, he explains, is an em
otion 

w
e have evolved to avoid the transm

ission of 
illness and disease, and our dislike of 
seem

ingly harm
less anim

als is actually 
disgust-related. “W

e revile cockroaches and 
rats because w

e associate them
 w

ith disease,” 
he says. “In the M

iddle A
ges, spiders w

ere 
also considered harbingers of plague.” O

ther 
species, says D

avey, such as slugs, resem
ble 

the “prim
ary disgust stim

ulants” of disease – 
faeces, m

ucus and vom
it.

So w
hat does this say about those w

ho 
love these revolting creatures? Television 
naturalist and author N

ick B
aker cham

pions 
all things creepy-craw

ly and keeps m
yriad 

snakes, spiders and bugs. “I love insects’ 
oddness, their m

ystery and X
-File attraction,” 

he enthuses. “T
he stuff going on under a 

rock in your backyard is far m
ore accessible 

and exciting than anything unfolding on 
the Serengeti.” B

ut does he understand w
hy 

people don’t share his passion? “W
e don’t 

take tim
e to relate to such creatures,” he 

claim
s. “It’s easier to be disgusted by them

 
than to get to know

 them
.” H

e partly blam
es 

the m
edia for this: “W

e film
 less than tw

o 
per cent of anim

als existing on this planet – 
the rest scarcely m

ake an im
pression.”  

Yet television has also prom
oted change, 

believes John Sparks, form
er head of the 

B
B

C
’s N

atural H
istory U

nit (N
H

U
). “W

hen 
I joined the N

H
U

 in 19
6

5, the only good 

M
ARTIN

 W
ARREN

  
HEAD OF BUTTERFLY CON

SERVATION

Favourite RED ADM
IRALS 

“They’ve alw
ays am

azed m
e – seeing them

 on 
buddleias w

ith their black, velvety w
ings and 

red sashes. You can’t 
m

ake that up.”

Least favourite 
W

IREW
ORM

S 
“W

hen I w
as young, 

ferreting around  
in our garden, I got 
stung quite nastily 
by them

.”

ALAN
 TITCH

M
ARSH

 PRESEN
TER

Favourite ROBIN
S 

“I currently have one in m
y garden that com

es 
w

ithin a foot of m
y w

ellies w
hen I’m

 forking 
over the ground. It’s a bold bird w

ith a bright 
eye that gives m

e a chorus for nothing."

Least favourite 
COCK

ROACH
ES 

“It goes back to m
y student 

days w
hen I’d put on the lights 

in the m
orning and see    

them
 scuttling aw

ay.  
I’ve never been able to 
look at them

 w
ithout 

shuddering.”

JOH
N

 SPARK
S

  
AUTHOR, FORM

ER HEAD OF THE BBC N
HU

Favourite ALBATROSSES 
“I m

arvel at them
 – m

iraculous m
overs that 

fly in the face of the second 

law
 of therm

odynam
ics.”

Least favourite 
SPIDERS 

“I react very  
badly to them

, 
though I do  
find them

 
fascinating.”

TIME AND AGAIN studies have show
n that the m

ost popular anim
als – those described as the 

‘m
ost beautiful’ or ‘cutest’ – share a few

 basic physical qualities that hum
ans find irresistible. 

Likew
ise, the reasons w

e don’t like certain anim
als can be boiled dow

n to a few
 key features that 

either disgust or terrify us. Even the language w
e use to differentiate betw

een the tw
o types of 

anim
al can be perjorative. Those w

e don’t like w
e tend to call ‘creatures’, ‘beasts’ or ‘creepy-

craw
lies’. W

e give far gentler epithets to those w
e favour. 

BIG EYES 
Large eyes, preferably both 
facing forw

ard at the sam
e 

tim
e, are an instant hit, 

particularly in baby anim
als.

FUR 
It’s w

arm
, soft, fluffy and 

strokeable – enough said. The 
dow

n of baby birds can appeal 
for the sam

e reasons.

LONG FACE 
The less ‘hum

an’ 
the face, the less 
attractive. Yet dogs 
and horses have long 
faces and are still 
deem

ed ‘lovable’.

FLAT FACE 
In such a face, 
the anim

al’s 
features are 
in a sim

ilar 
position to our 
ow

n. This also 
gives potential 
for facial 
expressions 
that w

e can 
identify w

ith.

FANGS 
Sharp teeth, fangs and other oral w

eapons 
are never going to earn our love: w

e’re 
afraid they’ll be sunk into our flesh. A 
disproportionately huge m

outh is frightening. 

BULBOUS 
EYES
W

hereas tw
o 

forw
ard-facing 

eyes rem
ind us 

of ourselves, 
bulbous eyes on 
either side of the 
head can seem

 
alien. 

W
ARTY SKIN 

W
rinkles and w

arts m
ay rem

ind 
us of ourselves – but in a bad 
w

ay. Scales and feathers seem
  

to be less appealing than fur.

IT’S IN THE FACE: W
e examine the physical characteristics     that most people find attractive – and repellent.

Suzi Eszterhas/naturepl.com
Nature Production/naturepl.com

ATTRACTIVE
REPELLENT

BBC
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Left to right: Mary Evans Picture Library; John Sparks/naturepl.com

w
halers.” B

urton believes that society’s m
ore 

liberal outlook tow
ards anim

als has also 
forced change. “The R

oyal Fam
ily used to 

shoot tigers, but w
ouldn’t dream

 of doing so 
now

,” he says. 

CH
AN

GIN
G FO

R
TU

N
ES 

G
orillas are a fine exam

ple of such changing 
fortunes. I dipped into Lost in the Jungle 
(1870

) by adventurer Paul D
u C

haillu. In 
the chapter A

 K
iller G

orilla, his prose roars: 
“T

he huge m
onster, in his rage, had bitten 

the barrel of the gun, and his pow
erful teeth 

had gone fiercely into the steel.” Even in the 
19

6
0

s, gorillas languished in a London Z
oo 

poll of the top 10
 m

ost-hated anim
als.

P
rim

atologist Ian R
edm

ond rem
em

bers 
grow

ing up w
ith accounts of gorillas ripping 

people apart. “W
hen K

ing K
ong w

as m
ade, 

you had the epitom
e of a m

onster,” he 
says. R

ehabilitation cam
e w

ith the w
ork of 

prim
atologists such as D

ian Fossey, and 
R

edm
ond also cites D

avid A
ttenborough’s 

sem
inal television m

om
ent am

ong R
w

andan 
m

ountain gorillas for Life on Earth. “T
his w

as 
w

hen the public noticed that though gorillas 
can be frightening w

hen angry, if they’re not 
angry, they’re not frightening.”

O
ther anim

als have em
erged from

 
obscurity to becom

e national favourites. 
“Fifteen years ago, people had little idea w

hat 
a m

eerkat w
as,” says B

rett W
estw

ood. “T
heir 

W
HAT’S YOUR FAVOURITE BRITISH MAMMAL?

a w
orld that preys upon our predisposition 

for ‘lovable’ anim
als to sell products (though 

I’m
 convinced that blood-sucking leeches 

w
ould m

ake fine advertorial am
bassadors 

for m
ortgage providers). A

nim
als w

ith 
‘va-va-voom

’ lead the w
ay, w

hether they’re 
m

agnificent tigers rom
ping along beaches 

in the nam
e of petroleum

 or cute puppies 
em

balm
ed in toilet roll. B

B
C

 W
ildlife 

editor Sophie Stafford concedes that using 
certain anim

als on front covers influences 
m

agazine sales. “Tigers and red foxes sell 
better than issues featuring, say, a beautiful 
poison-dart frog on a brom

eliad,” she says.
This leaves m

e pondering w
hether 

conservation charities have been forced to use 
sim

ilar tactics, focusing on flagship species to 
garner support. C

learly, single-species 
cam

paigns can tug at both heartstrings and 
conscience. M

ovem
ents such as Save the 

Tiger have been very effective in transform
ing 

this big cat from
 a feared m

aneater to a 
conservation cause célèbre.

A
nd professor of hum

an ethics and 
anim

al w
elfare Jam

es Serpell believes that 
using flagship species m

akes good sense. 
“It’s hard for the average person to identify 
w

ith broader concepts of ecosystem
s and 

biodiversity, and to care about them
 in 

the sam
e w

ay as they m
ight care about a 

tiger.” Ian R
edm

ond concurs. “A
s long as 

cam
paigns w

ith flagship species are habitat-
focused, it’s not a problem

, because they 
draw

 the attention of the public, w
ho can 

then lobby politicians,” he says. “K
eystone 

species can be the best indicators of healthy 
ecosystem

s. For exam
ple, losing anim

als 
such as elephants leads to a decline in 
fruiting trees, as there are no elephants to 
disperse the seeds.”

AN
IM

AL CELEB
R

ITIES 
John B

urton w
orries that w

e m
ay have gone 

too far in creating ‘anim
al celebrities’. 

C
om

m
enting on gorilla cam

paigning, he 
fears “bandw

agon successes” could lead to 
duplication of resources and effort. “T

here 
are now

 m
ore people m

aking a living out of 
m

ountain gorilla conservation than there are 
m

ountain gorillas,” he says. “Species do not 
live in isolation; all parts of an ecosystem

 
need our attention.” 

T
he final w

ord goes to naturalist R
ichard 

M
abey, w

ho w
as concerned that an article 

about anim
al favourites m

ight reinforce 
stereotyping. “Seem

ingly innocuous personal 
prejudices are at the root of m

ost of our 
destructive behaviour tow

ards w
ildlife, from

 
the persecution of birds of prey to beliefs 
that saving the tiger is m

ore im
portant than 

the conservation of fungi that inconspicuously 
keep the w

orld’s trees alive,” he says. 
C

learly, the influences affecting how
 w

e 
perceive w

ildlife are as diverse as the anim
al 

kingdom
. Let’s hope both rem

ain so. 

im
age has been entirely m

anufactured by 
television.” T

he m
eerkat’s popularity, he 

feels, is dow
n to hum

an characteristics such 
as its w

atchful bipedal stance. M
eanw

hile, 
advances in film

ing technology at m
acro-

level have allow
ed less telegenic creatures 

to be featured in a m
ore favourable light. 

W
estw

ood recalls a scene in Life in the 
U

ndergrow
th, in w

hich tw
o great grey slugs 

w
ere m

ating, suspended by a length of 
slim

e. It w
as film

ed in slow
-m

otion and 
set to classical m

usic. “T
he individual 

com
ponents w

ere aw
ful – reproductive 

organs, slugs and slim
e – yet the w

hole thing 
looked beautiful,” he says.

Slugs m
ay never becom

e brand icons in 

PAU
L APPLEBY

 W
ILDLIFE FILM

-M
AKER

Favourite RU
FFED LEM

U
RS 

“They are a fascinating m
ix of dog and prim

ate 
– engaging in a fluffy, cuddly kind of w

ay.”

Least favourite 
SLU

GS
“I’m

 not a great fan  
of slugs, but that’s 
m

ore a case of 
encountering them

  
in disappointing 
situations in m

y 
garden.”

SIM
ON

 BARN
ES

 JOURN
ALIST AN

D AUTHOR

Favourite  
LION

S and W
ILLOW

 W
ARBLERS 

“Lions – terrifying to m
eet, yet their fam

ily 
huddles look gloriously inviting. W

illow
 

w
arblers, for the sw

eetest and 
m

ost w
elcom

e song at either 
end of their m

igration.”

Least favourite  
H

U
M

AN
S 

“The species has 
destroyed m

ore of 
the things I love  
than any other.”

shark w
as a dead one. Film

-m
akers w

ould go 
out w

ith spear-guns and this w
as considered 

good television,” he recalls. “N
ow

, television 
is elevating such less-favoured creatures to 
show

 them
 as fascinating anim

als.”
There’s little doubt that appreciation of 

once-reviled anim
als has grow

n. John 
B

urton, form
er C

EO
 of Fauna and Flora 

International (FFI), explains the sea-change 
in the focus of conservation organisations. 
“B

ack in the early 19
0

0
s, FFI publications 

w
ere full of references to exterm

inating 
‘verm

in’, including cheetahs and other 
anim

als that w
e now

 cherish,” he says. “In 
the early 19

6
0

s, w
hales w

ere considered fair 
gam

e. M
any of m

y contem
poraries had 

am
bitions of heading to the South A

tlantic as 

In our M
illennium

 Survey, w
e asked 

you to vote for your favourite B
ritish anim

al. 
The dolphin w

as the clear w
inner, and 

m
am

m
als occupied 7 of the 10 slots. H

ere 
is the full list:
1. D

olphin 
6. B

arn ow
l

2. Fox  
 

7. Red squirrel
3. H

edgehog  
8. Fallow

 deer 
4. Rabbit   

9. Robin
5. B

adger  
10. Golden eagle

In our 2008 Survey, w
e w

ant you to vote 
again – this tim

e for your favourite British 
m

am
m

al. You can vote by filling out the 
coupon below

 or com
pleting the online poll at 

forum
.bbcw

ildlifem
agazine.com

.

THE GORILLA w
as once the epitom

e of the scary beast in the untam
ed 

jungle. Im
ages such as Adrien M

arie’s L’hom
m

e et la bête (1870, above) 
and the earliest King Kong film

 (1933) found som
ething chilling in the 

ape’s hum
anoid qualities – superficially like us but stronger, hairier, 

Back in 2000, BBC W
ildlife asked you to tell us your favourite 

anim
al. Eight years on, w

e w
ant to see if things have changed. 

CHANGING ATTITUDES: How the once-hated gorilla came to be cherished.

FAVOU
RITE B

RITISH
 M

AM
M

ALS (IN
 ORD

ER OF PREFEREN
CE)

1 
 

               
   2 

 
                        3 

N
AM

E 
 

 
 

 
AD

D
RESS 

 

 
 

 
 

 
POSTCOD

E 
EM

AIL 
 

 
 

 
TELEPH

ON
E   

N
OW

 POST YOU
R EN

TRY TO: BBC W
ILDLIFE FAVOU

RITE M
AM

M
AL, 14TH

 FLOOR, TOW
ER H

OU
SE,  

FAIRFAX STREET, B
RISTOL B

S1 3B
N

.
BBC W

orldw
ide Ltd, publisher of BBC W

ildlife, m
ay contact you w

ith details of our products and services or to undertake research. Please tick 
here if you prefer not to receive such inform

ation by post or phone 
 Please tick here if you prefer not to receive such inform

ation by em
ail 

 
W

e occasionally pass your details onto carefully selected com
panies w

hose products and services w
e feel m

ay be of interest to you. Please tick 
here if you prefer not to receive such inform

ation by post or phone 
 Please tick here if you prefer not to receive such inform

ation by em
ail 

BBC W
ILDLIFE ENTRY FORM W

HAT‘S YOUR FAVOURITE BRITISH MAMMAL?

You can select three m
am

m
al species 

in order of preference. Your choices can 
include any of the anim

als pictured below
, 

and/or any other British m
am

m
als. 

W
in a great book

Everyone w
ho votes – by post or online 

– w
ill be entered into 

our Favourite M
am

m
al 

draw
. W

e have xx 
copies of xxxxxx 
xxxxx to give aw

ay to 
the first xx entries 
picked out of the hat 
after xx June 2008. 
U

sual rules apply.

Pine m
arten

Vole species

Otter

H
edgehog

Rabbit

B
at species

D
eer species

Squirrel species

Seal species

Fox

H
are

M
ouse species

D
olphin species

B
adger

Stoat

W
ild boar

unknow
able and dangerous. Contrast them

 w
ith the fam

ed Attenborough 
sequence, film

ed in 1979 in Rw
anda, for Life on Earth. H

ere, the gorilla’s 
sim

ilarity to us w
as revealed in an attractive m

ix of dexterity, intelligence 
and playfulness. Since then, the species’ popularity has soared.
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