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INTRODUCTION
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THIS IS A BOOK about dog consciousness. To some people, the subject might seem anthropomorphic simply by definition, since in the past even scientists have been led to believe that only human beings have thoughts or emotions. Of course, nothing could be further from the truth. Surely, that such a notion remains in our philosophy is merely a holdover from the Christian creationism it resembles, and is unscientific at that, given the fact that human beings have consciousness which, in the absence of miracles, we acquired through our long mammalian past. Hence, while the question of animal consciousness is a perfectly valid field for scientific exploration, the general assumption that other creatures lack consciousness is astonishing. 

After all, thoughts and emotions have evolutionary value. If they didn't, we wouldn't have them. Thought is an efficient, effective mechanism that we, and many other animals, would be hard put to do without. With intellect, which is to say the ability to learn and reason, an organism such as a person or a dog can cope with a wide variety of problems that would require an enormous amount of hard-wiring if the behavioral solution to each problem were preprogrammed. When we relegate animal thought to instinct, we overlook the fact that instinct is merely an elegant matrix for the formation of an intellect, a fail-safe device that guides each species to form thoughts. When shaped by education, our thoughts enable us to do what we do, and even to be what we are, not only as members of our species but as individuals.

As for consciousness, consider the four following observations: the first of a dog's custom, the second of a dog weighing two alternatives, the third of a dog playing a game, and the fourth of a dog who figured out and temporarily adopted a human mannerism. The dog's custom was started in a household in Boulder, Colorado, by five dogs who, unlike any other dogs this author has ever seen, ate lying down. They certainly had not been trained to do this—on the contrary, the owners found nothing remarkable about the custom and in fact seemed touchingly unaware that other dogs ate differently. Why did these dogs eat lying down? No one knew for sure. The alpha dog, a male Australian shepherd named Rider, had apparently started the custom, perhaps to reduce excitement and competition at mealtimes, when his owners, busy parents with five children and overloaded schedules, would plunk down five bowls of kibbles in the yard and get on with the next urgent matter. Thus the dogs had to police themselves. Quickly choosing a bowl, each dog would lie down and eat the food. Later, almost as if at a signal, all would get up and move around, licking out one another's dishes. Giving the impression that they considered their behavior perfectly ordinary, the dogs invariably left human observers perplexed. 

Yet it is possible to guess at a reason for the custom: Rider is frailer than two of the others, both hefty females with barrel bodies and Percheron hips. One is significantly older than Rider, and both are excitable when mealtimes come. Hence, I believe, the potential for crowding and shouldering is high at mealtimes, especially on days when the task of feeding falls to the family's teenage son, who has more interesting things on his mind than household chores. As a result, the dogs know all about waiting. In their yard, the afternoon wears on, and the sun creeps toward the Rockies. Feeding time comes, but nothing happens. Soon the sky is dark, but still no one comes. At last the neighborhood is quiet. Lights go on in the houses. The neighboring families gather in their kitchens. But in one yard, hunger and anxiety are mounting. 

Did the uncertain atmosphere contribute to the custom? Could the dogs have sought to defuse the potentially flammable situation that arises when at last the kibbles rattle into the bowls? The five dogs don't recline at ease, as if to enhance enjoyment; rather, they lie stiffly, bowls between their forelegs, elbows flat, chests touching the ground, bellies slightly arched, knees up, and hocks down. They look like dogs down on command at obedience school. In this position they eat quickly and quietly, occasionally glancing at one another from the corners of their eyes. The custom makes for a controlled, orderly mealtime instead of a free-for-all in which the small but intelligent Rider could be steamrollered by the taller and heavier females.

Eventually, Rider's daughter, young Pearl, was sent to New England to join two older dogs in a household where pets were fed morning and evening. For a while, Pearl retained her unusual custom as best she could, standing up to eat the morning meal but dutifully lying down to eat the evening meal as she would have done back in Boulder. Even so, she soon gave up, and the strange custom never took root. If Pearl had been the alpha dog, it might have. But in her new home she wasn't even the alpha dog's daughter. Instead, her status was low, and the two old dogs didn't emulate her. So, after a few weeks, she chose to emulate them, and from then on stood up to eat both meals just as they did. 

The dog who was observed weighing alternatives and making a decision was also a young female. Every day this dog took a walk with her owner and two other dogs, and every day they stopped at a river, where the young female invariably had a swim. On the day in question, however, something off the trail had drawn the young female away from the group, so that when the others stopped at the river, she wasn't with them. They turned to go home, as was their custom, and had gone about eighty feet down the trail when the young female, hot and ready for her daily bath, burst out of the bushes halfway between them and the river. Too late—they were leaving, and she had missed her swim. Poised beside the trail, she first looked to the right after her group, then looked to the left at the river, then looked to the right a second time, then looked once more at the water, made an instant decision, rushed full speed up the trail to the river, plunged in, quickly swam a few strokes, then turned back to the bank, leaped out, and tore after her group, not stopping to shake until she had caught up to them. (Virtually all dogs wait to shake themselves until they rejoin their group, especially if the others of the group did not swim; the need to shake seems secondary to the need to be close after having had a notably different experience from the others.) 

The dog who was observed playing a game was a young male, a shepherd-Lab cross who had recently been given to an inactive, somewhat elderly couple who also owned an inactive, elderly female dog. The youngster had no one to play with—certainly not the older dog, who was very strict with him and tolerated no amusement of any kind. So the poor young dog often seemed at a loss, like a young person with no friends and nothing to do. One snowy night I saw him all by himself on a hillside near the house where he was staying, running fast with his nose to the ground. Whatever little rodent he was chasing seemed to be leading him in a big circle, which returned the rodent to the starting point, where the dog nuzzled for quite a while in one place—evidently at a hole where the quarry had gone to earth. But then, to my surprise, the dog started running again. Again with his nose to the ground, he made a second big circle that retraced the first. And again he nuzzled in one place, as if his quarry had again gone to earth. 

I found all this very strange. What little creature would come up out of a safe hole right under a dog's nose in order to lead the dog around in a circle? And wouldn't the dog grab it when it came out? While I was puzzling over this, the dog rushed around the circle a third time, then a fourth, then a fifth and sixth. Each time his demeanor was the same—alert, excited, tail high and waving, nose to earth, as eager the last time as he had been the first. And when I went near for a look, I found, of course, that there was no quarry, and no hole either. The entire event had been a fantasy. This imaginative dog had been pretending.

The dog who adopted a human mannerism is my husband's dog, who amazed us all one hot day this past summer after my husband had bought himself an ice cream cone. As my husband took the first taste, he noticed that his dog was watching. So he offered the cone, expecting the dog to gobble it. But to everyone's astonishment, the dog politely licked a little ice cream just as my husband had done. My husband then licked a little more, and again offered it to the dog, who also licked a little more. In this way, taking turns, they ate the ice cream down to the cone. Then my husband took a bite. The dog watched him. Assuming that the dog would bolt the rest of the cone, my husband passed it on for what he thought would be the last time. But drawing back his lips to expose his little incisors, the dog took the most delicate of nibbles. Twice more my husband and the dog took turns biting the cone, until only the tip remained. 

Astounding? Not really. For eight years, my husband and this dog have built a relationship of trust and mutual obligation, neither making unreasonable demands on the other or patronizing the other, or trying to subordinate the other, but each doing exactly what he wants, usually in the other's company. Only in such a setting, only when both participants consider themselves equals, could this scene have taken place. Only a dog who thought for himself, a dog who wasn't brainwashed by excessive training, a dog who depended on his own observations and imagination for guidance, would ever figure out the very human method of taking alternate bites as a form of sharing. After all, when two dogs share food, they eat simultaneously while respecting each other's feeding space, which is a little imaginary circle around the other's mouth. But the idea of taking alternate bites is totally human. Even so, the dog fathomed it,  and without ever having seen it done. Who ate the tip of the cone? My husband ate it. The dog let him have the last turn.

Do dogs have thoughts and feelings? Of course they do. If they didn't, there wouldn't be any dogs. That being said, however, a book on dogs must by definition be somewhat anthropomorphic, and reasonably so, since our aversion to the label is misplaced. Using the experience of one's species to evaluate the experience of another species has been a useful tool to many of the great wildlife biologists. The more experienced the investigator, the more useful the tool. Consider George Schaller's observation of a mother leopard and her son: "At times [the two leopards] had ardent reunions, rubbing their cheeks and bodies sinuously and licking each other's face, obviously excited and delighted with the meeting. Witnessing such tenderness, I realized that these leopards merely masked their warm temperament and emotional depth beneath a cold exterior."*

In contrast is the observation of a former neighbor of mine, now deceased—a psychiatrist, actually—who saw a bird fly into the glass of his picture window and fall to earth, stunned. In a moment, a second bird swooped down, picked up the first, and flew away with it. In a quite moving anthropomorphization, the psychiatrist assumed that the second bird was a male, the mate of the first, and had come to her rescue. However, since birds never carry their loved ones, and grab other birds only to kill them, the second bird was surely not a helper at all but a predator taking advantage of the first bird's plight. If the psychiatrist had been more familiar with the ways of the natural world, he probably wouldn't have made that particular assumption. 

We are not the only species to apply our values and our experience when interpreting other creatures. Dogs do it too, sometimes with no more luck than the psychiatrist. When a dog with a bone menaces a human observer, the dog actually assumes that the person wants the slimy, dirt-laden object, and is applying dog values, or cynomorphizing. Nevertheless, most animals, including dogs, constantly evaluate other species by means of empathetic observation. A dog of mine once assessed my mood, which was dark, over a distance of about one hundred yards, and changed his demeanor from cheery to bleak in response. He was in a pen that I was approaching, and as I rounded the corner he caught sight of me. I was sad at heart but not showing it in a way that any of the people around me had noticed, but the dog saw at once that something was wrong. Over the great distance he stared at me a moment, as if to be sure that he was really seeing what he thought he was seeing, and then, evidently deciding that his first impression had been accurate, he drooped visibly. I was so impressed with his acuity that I cheered up again, and so did he! 

I was equally impressed by a female housecat, Lilac, whom I happened to be carrying home one evening, when on the way I decided to look in a nearby field to see if by chance any deer were grazing. I must have tensed a little as I got near the field, and perhaps walked a bit more quietly, but whatever it was, Lilac felt the change, instantly recognized it as a prelude to hunting, and leaned forward, ears up, eyes wide, claws sticking into my arm, ready to spring at whatever I might be stalking.

As a further note on anthropomorphism, the reader may notice references herein to a dog's smile. All dogs smile, which is to say their faces become pleasant and relaxed, with ears low, eyes half shut, lips soft and parted, and chin high. This is a dog smile. Yet a few dogs also emulate human smiles, and hence they themselves are anthropomorphizing. In the presence of human beings these dogs will draw back their lips grotesquely to bare their teeth, making the same face we make. At the same time, these dogs may also roll over to reveal their bellies submissively, showing that they understand exactly what our smiles mean. 

And finally, anthropomorphism can help us interpret the act of showing the belly—the act that symbolizes what puppies do when submitting to adult dogs. By the act, dogs say to us, Do as you will with us, since we are helpless puppies in your presence. To understand the act, we can look at the human parallel: the way many religious people—Christians, for example—behave toward God. We call God the parent and ourselves his children. When we kneel to pray, we diminish our height, so that we look more like young children. Our prayerful position with raised eyes suggests that we are clasping God around the knees and looking up, as if he were facing us and looking straight down, not as if he were, say, off on the horizon. What's more, just as many of us pray at specified hours—upon getting up in the morning or going to bed at night, for instance—many dogs do their ritual submission at certain times of day. My husband's dog, for example, elects to show his belly to my husband right after they both get up in the morning. Why? No one knows for sure, but by now they both expect it.


Do dogs think we're God? Probably not. But just as we think of God's ways as mysterious, dogs find our ways capricious and mysterious, often with excellent reason. Every day the humane societies execute thousands of dogs who tried all their lives to do their very best by their owners. These dogs are killed not because they are bad but because they are inconvenient. So as we need God more than he needs us, dogs need us more than we need them, and they know it. 





I have tried, in the pages that follow, to record the lives of a group of eleven dogs, five males and six females. Five of the dogs were born not merely in our house but right beside me on my bed, and ten of the dogs stayed with us throughout their natural lives, so I was able to witness much of what happened to them. I wanted to see what they would do when free to plan their own time and make their own decisions. However, I don't pretend that my experiment was scientific, or anything more than a casual (if lengthy) observation. Nor can I say that the dogs were free to act entirely naturally, since to a limited extent I controlled their roaming and their breeding. Because the population of unwanted dogs is the cause of immense pain and tragedy, the females were spayed, two without ever giving birth, three after having had one litter, and one after having had two litters. 

Even so, twenty-two pups were born. Six died before reaching maturity. Of those who lived, we kept five and gave away eleven, all of whom were chosen by people we knew personally. I gave the pups away freely, since I strongly believe that even though dogs are slaves, it is nevertheless wrong to sell them. I wanted to keep track of each pup to ascertain its well-being for as long as possible, and was able to do so for nine of them. Of these, one vanished, and two died at about a year old, one hit by a car and one put down for a late-emerging birth defect. To the best of my knowledge, for at least three years five remained in their first homes and one went to a second home.

To the dogs who stayed with me I gave food, water, and shelter, but after my project began I made no effort to train them, even for housebreaking or coming when called. I didn't need to. The young dogs copied the old dogs, which in their case resulted in perfect housebreaking, and all the dogs naturally came when called most of the time, declining to do so only if our demands conflicted with something that was genuinely important to them. A dog who feels free to make such a distinction shows more of his thoughts and feelings in a single day than a rigidly trained, hyperdisciplined dog can show in a lifetime. 

I count an hour watching a dog as an hour of observation, and an hour watching two dogs as two hours of observation. By this method of reckoning, I have logged in well over 100,000 hours since my project started, every one of which was fascinating. I will always live with dogs, and I will always watch them, so the process goes on.
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I BEGAN observing dogs by accident. While friends spent six months in Europe, I took care of their husky, Misha. An agreeable two-year-old Siberian with long, thin legs and short, thick hair, Misha could jump most fences and travel freely. He jumped our fence the day I took him in. A law requiring that dogs be leashed was in effect in our home city of Cambridge, Massachusetts, and also in most of the surrounding communities. As Misha violated the law I would receive complaints about him, and with the help of these complaints, some from more than six miles distant, I soon was able to establish that he had developed a home range of approximately 130 square miles. This proved to be merely a preliminary home range, which later he expanded considerably, but interestingly enough, even young Misha's first range was much larger than the ranges of homeless dogs reported in Baltimore by the behavioral scientist Alan Beck. Beck's urban strays had established tiny ranges of but 0.1 to 0.06 square mile. In contrast, Misha's range more closely resembled the 200- to 500-square-mile territories roamed by wolves, most notably the wolves reported by Adolph Murie in "The Wolves of Mount McKinley" and by L. David Mech in "The Wolves of Isle Royale." What was Misha doing?

 Obviously, something unusual. Here was a dog who, despite his youth, could navigate flawlessly, finding his way to and from all corners of the city by day and by night. Here was a dog who could evade dangerous traffic and escape the dog officers and the dognappers who at the time supplied the flourishing laboratories of Cambridge with experimental animals. Here was a dog who never fell through the ice on the Charles River, a dog who never touched the poison baits set out by certain citizens for raccoons and other trash-marauders, a dog who never was mauled by other dogs. Misha always came back from his journeys feeling fine, ready for a light meal and a rest before going out again. How did he do it? 

For a while I looked for the answer in journals and books, availing myself of the fine libraries at Harvard and reading everything I could about dogs to see if somewhere the light of science had penetrated this corner of dark. But I found nothing. Despite a vast array of publications on dogs, virtually nobody, neither scientist nor layman, had ever bothered to ask what dogs do when left to themselves. The few studies of free-ranging dogs concerned feral dogs, abandoned or homeless dogs. Alone in hostile settings, these forsaken creatures were surely under terrible stress. After all, they were not living under conditions that were natural to them, any more than are wild animals in captivity, imprisoned in laboratories and zoos. How might dogs conduct themselves if left undisturbed in normal circumstances? No one, apparently, had ever asked.

At first, that science had ignored the question seemed amazing. But was it really? We tend to study animals for what they can teach us about ourselves or for facts that we can turn to our advantage. Most of us have little interest in the aspects of their lives that do not involve us. But dogs? Dogs do involve us. They have shared our lives for twenty thousand years. How then had we managed to learn so little about dogs that we could not answer the simplest question: what do they want? 

Our ignorance becomes more blameworthy when we consider that no animal could be easier to study. Unlike wild animals, dogs are not afraid of us. To study them we need not invade their habitat or imprison them in ours—our world is their natural habitat and always was. Furthermore, because their wild ancestors were not dogs at all but wolves, dogs have never even existed as a wild species. As a result we have had the opportunity to observe dogs since dogs began, an opportunity that for the most part we have chosen to ignore. Hence, curled on the sofa beside me of an evening was a creature of mystery: an agreeable dog with a life of his own, a life that he had no wish to conceal and that he was managing with all the competence of a wild animal, not with any help from human beings but in spite of them.

One evening he got up and stretched, preparatory to voyaging. First he braced his hind legs and stretched backward, head bowed, rump high, to pull tight the muscles of his shoulders. Then he raised his head and dropped his hips to stretch his spine and hind legs, even clenching his hind feet into fists so that the stretch went into his toes. Ready at last, he moved calmly toward the door so that, as usual, I could open it for him. And then, as our eyes met, I had an inspiration. Misha himself would answer my questions. Right in front of me, a long-neglected gate to the animal kingdom seemed waiting to be opened. Misha held the key. 

Who could resist the appeal of this notion? No money, no travel, no training, no special instruments were necessary to probe the mystery—one needed only a dog, a notebook, and a pencil. I didn't even regret my total lack of formal training to begin such a project. In fact, because no biologists had ever hinted that they knew or even wondered what ordinary dogs want, my ignorance seemed almost a qualification. Anyway, I didn't feel I'd be ignorant for long. Turning out the lights so that the neighbors wouldn't see me flout the dog laws, at least not in this instance, I opened the door a crack. Out slipped Misha, with me right behind him, and thus our project began.

Again and again we did this, at least two or three nights a week for almost two years, not stopping even after Misha's owners came home to claim him, because by then Misha liked the work we were doing together and wanted to keep at it. Coming to collect me was not difficult for him—his community did not then have a leash law, so of an evening, after his owners let him out, he'd jump their fence and make his way across two cities to find me. Usually he would arrive after dark. By the light on our front porch I'd see him standing in the street, looking up at our windows like a captain looking for a sailor. I would turn out the porch light and crack the door, and Misha would slip inside for a brief visit with my family and also with his, for by then he had married my daughter's husky, the beautiful Maria, and was teaching some of his skills to the four children he had fathered on her. But eventually he would stand poised to go out again, looking back over his shoulder to see which of us would travel with him. Maria always volunteered, and if I wasn't going myself I'd sometimes let her. It was her or me, though, never both of us; if Maria and Misha were together, they traveled fast and wouldn't wait for me. Sometimes I took Maria on a leash, which kept us all together, but mostly I simply went alone with Misha. One by one, dog secrets were revealed through a series of adventures, some of them dangerous, all of them interesting. Misha was Odysseus, and Cambridge was the wine-dark sea. 
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