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Adaptation to Starchy Foods Was Key to Dogs’ Domestication
Adaptation to a starchy diet may have been key to the domestication of dogs and cats
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Scientists have two theories for how dogs became man's best friend. One holds that people captured wolf pups and tamed them for their hunting and guarding abilities. The other, more popular explanation proposes that the advent of agriculture and the attendant development of human settlements in the Middle East around 10,000 years ago created scavenging opportunities for animals bold enough to exploit them and that wolves themselves thus initiated domestication. The new findings, published online January 23 in Nature, support this latter view and offer insights into how canine ancestors were able to take advantage of this novel resource. (Scientific American is part of Nature Publishing Group.)
Erik Axelsson of Uppsala University in Sweden and his colleagues analyzed DNA from 12 wolves and 60 dogs that represent 14 diverse breeds, looking for regions of the dog genome that evolved under selection pressure during domestication. Intriguingly, genes involved in the metabolism of starch showed up among the targets, along with genes that may have brought about behavioral changes such as reduced aggression and improved social-cognitive skills. In fact, the study revealed that during the domestication of dogs, selection acted on genes involved in all three stages of starch digestion, promoting mutations that facilitated the transition from a meat-centric diet to one heavy on starch.
Previous studies have shown that cats, too, may have domesticated themselves by dining on human leftovers. Although house cats have only a limited ability to metabolize carbohydrates, including starch, they possess a longer intestine than their wild counterparts, presumably to help digest the lower-quality sustenance they get from trash heaps compared with the all-meat diet they would be living on in the wild, according to geneticist Carlos Driscoll of the National Institutes of Health. In other words, begging for table scraps has been a long dog and cat tradition.
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Kate Wong is an award-winning science writer and senior editor at Scientific American focused on evolution, ecology, anthropology, archaeology, paleontology and animal behavior. She is fascinated by human origins, which she has covered for more than 25 years. Recently she has become obsessed with birds. Her reporting has taken her to caves in France and Croatia that Neandertals once called home, to the shores of Kenya's Lake Turkana in search of the oldest stone tools in the world, to Madagascar on an expedition to unearth ancient mammals and dinosaurs, to the icy waters of Antarctica, where humpback whales feast on krill, and on a "Big Day" race around the state of Connecticut to find as many bird species as possible in 24 hours. Kate is co-author, with Donald Johanson, of Lucy's Legacy: The Quest for Human Origins. She holds a bachelor of science degree in biological anthropology and zoology from the University of Michigan. Follow Wong on X (formerly Twitter) @katewong
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