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About the Book

How well do you know your dog?

Did you know that dogs have dreams and fears? That they do see colour, that they smell electric storms, and feel scent as an emotion?

Jeffrey Masson takes us into the world of the dog, a world created by a sense of smell one hundred million times more acute than ours, and reintroduces us to man’s best friend – loyal, honest, straightforward, spontaneous and almost unbelievably forgiving.

Drawing on observations of his own three dogs, as well as true stories of dogs’ friendship, heroism and loyalty, Masson makes us laugh, cry and think again about our canine companions, who, unlike humans, will never lie about love.
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Jeffrey Masson graduated from the Toronto Psychoanalytic Institute and was briefly Projects Director of the Sigmund Freud Archives. The book he wrote with Susan McCarthy on animal emotions, When Elephants Weep (1994), became a bestseller in the United States. Since then he has published nine books on animals and their emotions, including The Nine Emotional Lives of Cats and most recently, The Dog Who Couldn’t Stop Loving. Dogs Never Lie About Love has sold over one million copies worldwide. He lives with his family in Auckland, New Zealand.
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‘All knowledge,
the totality of all questions and answers,
is contained in the dog.’

Franz Kafka – ‘Investigations of a Dog’


PREFACE

In Search of Feelings in Dogs

‘IT IS SCARCELY possible to doubt that the love of man has become instinctive in the dog.’1 These words are taken from Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species, published in 1859. He continues: ‘All wolves, foxes, jackals, and species of the cat genus, when kept tame, are most eager to attack poultry, sheep, and pigs; and this tendency has been found incurable in dogs which have been brought home as puppies from countries, such as Tierra del Fuego and Australia, where the savages do not keep these domestic animals. How rarely, on the other hand, do our civilised dogs, even when quite young, require to be taught not to attack poultry, sheep, and pigs.’

Darwin seems to be making an argument, only recently come into fashion, that animal emotions serve an important evolutionary function; in fact, evolution may even be grounded in emotions, since Darwin says it is ‘the love of man’ that brought about the change in the instincts of domestic dogs.

Instinctive love that crosses the species barrier is a remarkable phenomenon. We humans experience it all the time: we love dogs, cats, horses, and many other animals. Yet while many scientists will readily admit they love the animals they study, few will concede that the animals they study also return that love.

In the case of dogs, their emotional responses so resemble our own that we are tempted to assume identity; the joy of a dog appears to be identical to human joy, the sorrow of a dog the same as our sorrow. Yet we can never claim that we know precisely what a dog feels. The joy and sorrow of dogs are canine joys and sorrows and may differ from our feelings in ways too subtle to recognise or articulate. If, as I believe, we can come close to understanding the inner life of a dog, none the less we cannot enter their world and feel exactly what a dog feels. Something will always remain elusive, prohibiting us from intruding on their psyche in ways that we imagine we can enter the mind of another human being.

Long ago, the British evolutionist, Louis Robinson, had a charming and prescient way of defining the emotional ground common to humans and dogs in Wild Traits in Tame Animals:

It has been said that a man stands to his dog in the position of god; but when we consider that our conceptions of deity lead us to the general idea of an enormously powerful and omniscient man, who loves, hates, desires, rewards, and punishes in human-like fashion, it involves no strain of imagination to conceive that from the dog’s point of view his master is an elongated and abnormally cunning dog, – of different shape and manners certain from the common run of dogs, yet canine in his essential nature.2

In When Elephants Weep, the book I wrote with Susan McCarthy about emotions in wild animals, I avoided any prolonged discussion of domesticated animals because I thought that dogs, cats and even parrots were perhaps ‘contaminated’ by their proximity to humans. It seemed to me that I would discover more about emotions in their pure state if I looked only at animals who had little or no contact with people. In truth, however, my ideas about animals leading complex inner lives, filled with deep feeling, originally came from my experiences with dogs.

What I have always loved about dogs is how directly and intensely they express emotions. Every time I told my cocker spaniel, Taffy, my very first dog, that we were going for a walk, she would launch into a celebratory dance which ended with her racing around the room, always clockwise, and faster and faster, as if her joy could not possibly be contained. Even as a young boy I knew that hardly any creature could express joy so vividly as a dog. On the other hand, when I had to tell Taffy she could not come with me, and the word ‘no’ would come out of my mouth, she would look stricken in ways that were hard to bear. Hardly any animal can look as deeply disappointed as a dog to whom one says ‘no’.

Perhaps the word ‘no’ should never be used with a dog, for it is simply too devastating. It is not that the concept is unknown to dogs, but somehow, when they hear that terrifying sound from their beloved friends, they enter a kind of gloom from which it can seem unlikely they will ever emerge. Of course, minutes later, they do emerge – and that is something else I love about dogs. While they experience an emotion to its full potential, once it is over, that is that, and they are ready for the next experience. Dogs do not seem to waste time brooding over the past, or anxiously awaiting the dreaded future. They are always present.

Although I have had several dogs in my life, at the time I began to think about writing this book I had no dog. I missed having a dog. Perhaps, in fact, the book was only an excuse to keep dogs once again. So I set about acquiring three dogs. Why three? One was clearly too few, four too many. Two seemed ordinary – but three, ah, with me as the leader, that was the beginning of a pack, and a pack was interesting.

I wanted at least one purebred dog, preferably an adult who had already been given some training. I had been in contact with Mike del Ross, one of the trainers at Guide Dogs for the Blind in San Rafael, a suburb some forty minutes from the centre of San Francisco. He suggested I apply for a ‘career-change’ dog, a guide dog that was not deemed ready to work with the blind. I began visiting the beautiful campus in San Rafael, waiting for the perfect dog to turn up.

What was the perfect dog? Choosing a dog is a little like going on a blind date, for you really don’t know who you are going to meet. But while you rarely marry the person you meet for an hour over dinner, after a short visit I was expected to start a lifelong relationship with a dog. Guide Dogs for the Blind trains three breeds: golden retrievers, Labrador retrievers, and German shepherds. I was shown two labs, both male, both very large and very energetic. I liked them both. I was shown a female German shepherd, small, thin, but very sensitive. I liked her too. I asked Mike for advice. He thought I should take the shepherd, as she was so tractable. I asked about her history.

Her name was Sasha, a lean (70–pound) short-haired dog with enormous ears, a very long tail, and sad eyes. When I met her she was almost two years old. Like all guide dogs, she was given to a 4H family (people who live in rural settings, mostly on farms or ranches, and who are willing to become foster-parents to dogs) when she was about eight weeks old, and was raised by them until she was a little more than a year old. She then returned to begin her training. She was tested some six months later and given a grade of 3, which is average. She was what they called a ‘poor keeper’; that is to say, she ate very little in her kennel. Moreover, according to her trainers, she was ‘a bit soft’ to be a guide dog. I never did establish exactly what the term meant, but I assumed they considered her too gentle, with not enough drive.3 She was carried through (she actually finished her training) because she was such a wonderful dog. Everybody liked her.

I collected Sasha one Wednesday in late summer 1995, and so began her career change from guide dog to muse dog. She did not have to work for a living with me; all that I required of her was to feel.

A week later I went to the Oakland Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals to look for a second dog. I wanted a mutt, a labrador mix, since they are such affectionate dogs, easy-going but still energetic. I decided to take Sasha with me and let her decide. Sasha was immediately attracted to a twelve-week-old golden labrador mixed with possibly pit-bull terrier and Rhodesian ridgeback. The labrador was active, loveable and very easy-going. When we walked past the cages with cats and kittens in them, she did not bark, nor lunge; she just looked at them with benevolent curiosity. I liked that trait especially, for I knew I was going to get two kittens. I wanted the puppies and the kittens to grow up together; interspecies friendships have always appealed to me. She had been given the name Rajah, which is Hindi for king. I wanted to correct the gender error, but I also wanted to preserve the sound. So I called her Rat ki Rani, Queen of the Night, which is Hindi for the night-blooming jasmine. She has a sweet smell, as well as a sweetness of disposition. When I took her to my house, she seemed immediately happy and at home. She was with family. Sasha is more like us – hesitant, slower. Her emotional life seemed already more convoluted.

I returned a few weeks later to Oakland and saw a small caged puppy whose leg was in a cast. She was part golden retriever, part Shetland sheepdog. I was told that she had a bad habit of biting, in spite of her entirely innocent appearance. Evidently her previous ‘owner’ had kicked her and broken her leg. The SPCA was thinking of ‘putting her to sleep’ for that reason. I could not bear the thought and asked to take her home for a week to see how she would respond to the other dogs. She got on well with them, and I called her Sima.

While I was at the SPCA, I asked to look at some kittens. ‘Oh, we have just the thing.’ I was shown two small orange tabbies, brothers, just seven weeks old, who had been abandoned in a parking lot. They had been raised with dogs by a member of the volunteer staff in her foster home, and now the kittens had absolutely no fear of them. This proved to be quite true when we took all five animals – the three dogs and the two kittens – into a large room. So that was it. I call the kittens Raj (King in Hindi) and Sanjaya (or Saj for short). When I was a Professor of Sanskrit at Toronto I had read with my students the Sanskrit text of the Bhagavadgita, in which Sanjaya (meaning victory) is the King’s charioteer.

At first I was apprehensive about introducing my wife Leila (at the time my fiancée) to so many animals when she had never lived with pets while she grew up in Berlin. I need not have been. Leila, a physician, is liked by everyone – her small patients, their parents, the nurses, the other doctors. She is like sunlight, bright and warm, making everything seem light. Her joy is infectious, certainly to the dogs. They adore her, and she returns the love.

The house where Leila and I and the dogs live is across the street from the Police Department in downtown Berkeley, California. It is a small Victorian house on two storeys, exactly 100 years old, with a large luscious garden backing on to University Avenue. I have almost 10,000 books in the house, so space is very limited. The dogs roam wherever they want, but at night they stay in my study, in crates with no doors. They go to sleep when we do, at about 11 p.m., and wake up with me before six in the morning. I take them every morning to the Berkeley Marina, on the bay, a five-minute drive from my house.

My training as a psychoanalyst at the Toronto Psychoanalytic Institute prepared me for my work in the Freud Archives, but it also fostered an abiding curiosity about the emotional experiences of others, not just human beings but other creatures as well. So little was known about a person’s inner life that for years analysts claimed that women who recounted episodes of abuse in their childhood were not remembering but engaging in fantasy. We know now that they were wrong. If we were so ill-informed about the experiences of our closest associates, what mysteries might still lie undiscovered in the emotional lives of animals?

In this book I attempt to get inside the mind and, more important, the heart of the dog. Besides exploring the unresolved puzzles about dogs (such as what they dream about), I wanted to pursue questions that had not yet been asked: for example, can dogs feel gratitude or compassion? Scientists often take the line that whatever cannot be proved by means of the usual scientific methods are matters that should not be raised at all. Yet only by asking such questions, even if at present we are unable to answer them, can we think about a direction in which to take our inquiries. They stretch our imaginations, and that is always a useful exercise. Some of what I write about will be from observation, but some will be pure speculation. How often has yesterday’s speculation become today’s fact?

I am aware that most of the ‘evidence’ I have presented for the reality of the emotions of dogs consists of stories – what scientists call, dismissively, anecdotal evidence. With their restricted sense of valid criteria, most scientists want to be able to test, probe, and replicate data. You cannot do that with a single story. Scientists seem to think that whereas a story can be either true or false, something that takes place more than once in a laboratory has to be true. There is no reason to believe this to be the case. Data can be faked, forged or misrepresented as easily as can a story, and what we learn from some laboratory experiments, such as those conducted by Martin Seligman and others, do not tell us anything we could not have known without the experiments. Seligman proved that a dog can become neurotic when nothing it does will prevent it from receiving a shock. Is this really an advance in scientific knowledge? Pavlov proved that a dog can be driven crazy. Did anyone ever really doubt that? Neither do I see why a laboratory scientist should be a more reliable observer than anyone else.

There is no royal road leading us directly to the inner feelings of other humans. People often do not themselves know what they are feeling, nor are they always able to express their feelings without difficulty, and so, if we are to come to an understanding, we must use reason. Since we can never know for certain what another person is feeling, anything we say about their inner world is, in a sense, pure speculation. That speculation, however, can be informed speculation. We try to imagine what we would feel in a similar situation, or we watch the expression in their eyes, and notice the movements they make in their bodies. We hear a sigh escape, or watch a cloud pass over the face. These clues to the emotions of another person are not proof in the scientific sense of the word. Why should we not be permitted to speculate similarly about dogs? We watch their eyes, their ears and their tails, we listen for sounds, we delve into ourselves and use empathy and imagination. What we come up with is no more flawed in the case of a dog than it is with another human being.

It is true that when something can be observed over and over again, and many people have seen it, reported on it, and written about it, we have a tendency to place greater faith in its veracity. Yet some things that interest me – friendship between dogs and other species, for example – have never been tested in a laboratory. We should remember, too, that laboratories have existed for only a short period of time, and it is absurd to claim that anything observed before the existence of a laboratory cannot be true. Of course I would like to have a collection of 500 stories of friendship between dogs and lions, but there are not that many on record. I have had to content myself with the one I report in this book. On the other hand, many people have told me that their dogs often become friendly with rabbits. Are these necessarily false simply because they have not been tested in the laboratory? Are we to ignore these stories? They may not be accepted in the same way as we would believe a mathematical formula, but nor should they be dismissed as mere wishful thinking on the part of naive sentimentalists.

The intelligence of dogs is not a topic I address, for it has been discussed often enough. In truth, I am not all that interested in the topic of intelligence, whether of dogs or humans. The whole idea of ‘testing’ somebody for intelligence is repellent to me. What does it mean? Intelligent for what? Music? Art? Research? Cooking? Fast walking? Tracking? Spanish? Doll-making? Most of us are good at something and much less good at a whole range of other things. It might be safe to assume that Einstein is more intelligent than most readers of this book but they could justly respond that he might be more intelligent in understanding the laws of physics, or mathematics, but might be far less intelligent in finding his way from Milan to Rome, or in building a log cabin, or in helping his daughter to make friends in a strange city.

While testing a person’s intelligence has never told us much of any real value, measuring the intelligence of one species against that of another is a pointless activity. Some cats have been known to open doors. Other cats watch them, but cannot figure out how to do it themselves. These other cats, it has been claimed, are less intelligent, yet they were intelligent enough to stand around and wait for the cat with the door-opening ability to appear. If we measure intelligence by adaptability, then the lack of ability to open a door counts against a dog. On the other hand, dogs wait patiently for us to open doors, and never become angry when we fail to give in to their wishes. Some humans in a similar situation would be ready to go to war.

‘Abstract thinking’ is what scientists often use to measure intelligence, but that is only a special kind of skill. Some people are much better at mathematics than others who may be better at making pots, or climbing trees, or reading old German manuscripts. Every species, it seems, has certain abilities peculiar to itself. We only learn about these abilities when we are willing to observe the species on its own, without reference to human intelligence or human skills. As the naturalist J. E. R. Staddon has said: ‘Bees can see ultraviolet light and bats can hear ultrasound; these abilities were not discovered by asking if bats and bees can do human-type things.’4

Having exceptional abilities does not necessarily entail having extraordinary emotions. Early one morning, when Sasha had been with me for only a few weeks, I went to the YWCA to exercise. While I was away, a building inspector entered my garden through a side gate and left it open when he had finished his inspection. When I came out of the gym about two hours later, there was Sasha, sitting on the gym steps, waiting for me. While I live only a few blocks away, I was none the less astonished. How did Sasha, who had never been to the gym, find me there? Was it due to a superior ability to smell? Perhaps she had followed my scent to locate me. Whatever the reason, her feelings in this situation were more mysterious than her skill – and it is feelings I want to know about, not cognitive ability.

Charles Darwin prepared the emotional ground for us 125 years ago with his book The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals. Since then scientific scholars have seen fit to close the door on this subject, and only very recently have a few field researchers begun to throw new light on the emotional lives of animals in the wild. In this book I hope to encourage a much closer scrutiny than has yet been attempted of the feelings experienced by our closest companion in the animal world – the dog.


‘The dog is the only being
that loves you more than you
love yourself.’

Fritz von Unruh


CHAPTER ONE

Recognising the Emotions of a Dog

FEW WHO HAVE lived with dogs would deny that dogs have feelings. Taking a cue from Darwin, who spoke of conscience in the dog, George Romanes, who was his great friend, wrote that ‘the emotional life of the dog is highly developed – more highly, indeed, than that of any other animal’.1 (He did not include the human animal, though perhaps he should have done so.) Of course dogs have feelings, and we have no trouble acknowledging most of them. Joy, for example. Can anything be as joyous as a dog? Bounding ahead, crashing into the bushes while out on a walk, happy, happy, happy. Conversely, can anything be as disappointed as a dog when you say ‘No, we are not going for a walk’? Down it flops on to the floor, its ears fall, it looks up, showing the whites of its eyes, with a look of utter dejection. Pure joy, pure disappointment.

The question that immediately arises is whether this joy and disappointment are identical to what humans mean when we use these words. What dogs do, the way they behave, even the sounds they make, seem instantaneously translatable into human emotional terms. When a dog is rolling in fresh-cut grass, the pleasure on her face is unmistakable. No one could be wrong in saying that what she is feeling is akin to what any of us (though less often, perhaps) may feel. The words used to describe the emotion may be wrong, our vocabulary imprecise, the analogy imperfect, but there is also some deep similarity that escapes nobody. My dog may appear to feel joy and sorrow much the way I do, and the appearance here is critical: we often have no more to go on when it comes to our fellow humans.

All dog caretakers (just another word for companion and friend) have marvelled at the exuberant greeting their dogs give them after a brief absence. Sasha twirls around in delight, squealing and making extraordinary sounds. What accounts for this display of unbounded pleasure in our return? We tend to explain it by assuming a kind of stupidity: the dog thought I was gone forever. Dogs, we say, have no sense of time. As Robert Kirk of the Cornell Veterinary School once put it to me, dogs don’t watch the clock. Every minute is forever. Everything is for good. Out means gone. In other words, when dogs do not behave as we do, we assume it to be irrational behaviour. Yet a lover is entranced to see the beloved again after even a brief absence – and dogs are all about love. Of that there can be no argument, as I will show.

Another explanation for dogs’ delight in our return may be found in the way in which puppies greet their mother. As soon as the mother appears the puppies crowd around her, eager to nurse or expecting her to vomit food for them. Wolves have a greeting ceremony during which they wag their tails, lick one another and bite the muzzles of other wolves. The pleasure of the puppies may be a vestige of this ceremony, as Scott and Fuller suggest.2

Soon after she joined the family, Sasha was sitting next to me one day as I worked on an early draft of this chapter. It was Friday evening, very quiet. I had been alone all day, working. There were just the two of us sitting in the living room. I looked over at Sasha and noticed that she was looking at me. Suddenly I was overwhelmed with the thought: there is another being in this room, another consciousness. There is somebody here, besides me. What, though, was Sasha thinking? Why did she suddenly glance up at me? Was she just checking to make sure I was still there, that I had nothing else in mind? Or was it a more complicated thought, one that was imbued (as many thoughts are) with feelings – affection, for example, or perhaps anxiety? She looked so peaceful, lying there. Was she feeling something like tranquillity? For certain Hindu philosophers, tranquillity is the master emotion, the one that underlies all others – it has been so fascinating to me that it was the subject of my Ph.D. thesis at Harvard. Perhaps I was merely projecting my own feelings on to Sasha. It is hard to know.

As Sasha sat quietly next to me, looking contented, every so often sighing with what appeared to be contentment, I wondered what she was actually feeling. How I would love to be her for just one moment, to feel what she was feeling. I have had this desire, more than once, with people too. Does one ever know what another human being is actually feeling? It may be no harder to find out the truth about feelings in dogs than it is in people.

The question of how we know what we feel, let alone what somebody else feels, is beset with difficulties. Speaking to other people, we often use shorthand – ‘I feel sad’ or ‘I feel happy’ – but more often than not what we feel is an emotional state for which there are no precise verbal equivalents. Think of how we restrict ourselves with language. ‘I’m depressed,’ we say. Yet that is only the vaguest hint of a more complex set of feelings. It is probably the same for dogs; their joy is at least as complicated (in the sense that we are not always certain of its components; perhaps memory of earlier pleasure plays a role and perhaps it is entirely bound to the moment) and hard to define.

While it is clear that we can learn a great deal about dogs from observing their behaviour in terms of purely external actions, I think it is time to recognise that we could understand much more from observing how dogs feel. Moreover, we could learn something about our own feelings as well. For in the realm of feelings we can have no sense of superiority. After a lifetime of affectionate regard for dogs and many years of close observation and reflection, I have reached the conclusion that dogs feel more than I do (I am not prepared to speak for other people). They feel more, and they feel more purely and more intensely. By comparison the human emotional landscape seems murky with subterfuge and ambivalence and emotional deception, intentional or not. In searching for why we are so inhibited compared to dogs, perhaps we can learn to be as direct, as honest, as straightforward, and especially as intense in our feelings as a dog.

Freud remarked on the fact that ‘dogs love their friends and bite their enemies, quite unlike people, who are incapable of pure love and always have to mix love and hate in their object relations’.3 In other words, dogs are without the ambivalence with which humans seem cursed. We love, we hate, often the same person, on the same day, maybe even at the same time. This is unthinkable in dogs, whether because, as some people believe, they lack the complexity, or as I believe, they are less confused about what they feel.4 It is as if once a dog loves you, it loves you always, no matter what you do, no matter what happens, no matter how much time goes by. Dogs have a prodigious memory for people they have known. Perhaps this is because they associate people with the love they felt for them, and they derive pleasure from remembering this love.

Sasha is possessed by my two small kittens, Raj and Saj. The minute she sees these two tiny fur dots she goes into hyper-alert mode. She begins to whine and to moan and to groan. She looks at me with a pleading look, as if I held the key to helping her get what she so badly wants. She sniffs them. She follows them from room to room, whining piteously. The first night they were here, Sasha never slept at all. She lay on the floor next to their cage, crossed her feet daintily, and observed them all through the night. When I let them out, she gently put her paw on them. The cats were a little dumbfounded by the whole thing, and especially at what Sasha took to doing by the second week: she would pick one up in her mighty jaws, taking great care not to harm him, carry him into another room, deposit him somewhere and then head off to find the other one to do the same. Seeing her carrying these little orange dots from room to room was as puzzling for me as it evidently was for the cats. Soon, however, they wanted to play. One of the cats rolled over and reached out with her little paw. Yet their interest in Sasha is mild compared to hers in them. There can be no mistaking the intensity of her interest in these kittens. The nature of this interest is another matter.

What does she want? Could it be that a maternal instinct has been awakened and Sasha wants to act as a mother to the kittens? Does she really think they are her puppies, and want to bring them into a den? Or is her interest predatory: she wants to eat them, and is torn between her desire to listen to me (‘Do not eat the kittens!’) and her instincts as a predator telling her that a kitten makes a good meal? Is she merely curious, wondering if these small beings are some odd kind of puppy? Maybe she is just herding them; she is after all a shepherd.

None of these explanations is entirely satisfactory. If it were a mothering instinct at work, she would behave similarly to rabbits, say, or geese, moaning when she sees them (instead of chasing them). Moreover, Sasha has had no pups. I doubt that she wants to eat them; I can barely persuade Sasha to eat a piece of steak. Nor is she stupid; she knows the difference between a dog and a cat. If she were herding the kittens, she would not pick them up in her mouth, nor moan and groan with some inexpressible need or feeling. The truth is that I don’t know, and nobody else knows either. It would be so much simpler if only we could ask: Sasha, why are you so interested in these small fur-balls? ‘Simple, just look at how adorable they are!’ Or: ‘They look so small and helpless, I want to protect them.’ Or even, ‘Beats me.’ Whatever the behaviour means, it is clear that Sasha is filled with feeling for these little kittens. It is clear because she moans and groans and follows them from room to room, and cocks her head and looks puzzled and intrigued. That is why I say she is possessed. She wants something from them, she feels something for them, and she seems to want to express those feelings.

It is hard to empathise with her because humans generally do not walk behind kittens sighing and groaning. There does not seem to be an equivalent for us. Perhaps, then, Sasha is demonstrating to me one of my pet theories: as well as the emotions animals and humans have in common, animals can also access emotions that humans do not share, different from those we know, because animals are other, they are not the same as human beings. Their senses, their experiences, open them to a totally different (or new) set of feelings of which we know little or nothing. That a whole world of canine feelings remains closed to us is an intriguing notion. Some of these feelings could be based on the dog’s sensory capacities. According to one early authority, a dog can smell one hundred million times better than we do (I will return to the topic later in the book). Even if the figure is significantly less, the fact remains that when Sasha puts her nose to the ground she becomes aware of a world at which I can only make guesses. Similarly, when Sasha cocks her ears, she hears sounds of which I am altogether unaware.

In the case of Sasha’s interest in the kittens, we are dealing not with a question of superior (or inferior) sensory capacities but something else, something social. We like to assume that dogs and humans are social in very similar ways, and that therefore humans are uniquely qualified to understand whatever emotions a dog may have based on belonging (like us) to a pack. We too have deep interests in one another’s social lives, and the web of interrelations that creates. We assume that this is why dogs are able to understand us so well, and appear to empathise with humans from their own direct experience.

Perhaps they are so often right about human emotions because their social world is similar to ours. We are not similar to cats in the same way, and cats are not all that good at understanding us. We do not expect the same kind of sympathy from our cat as we do from our dog. A cat the size of a lion would be an animal we would approach with some hesitation. No matter what its size, however, most of us would accept a reliable dog as being reliable. The German ethologist and expert on the cat family, P. Leyhausen, makes the point that nobody chose to domesticate the cat; it chose domestication itself, while nevertheless maintaining its independent nature. He believes that the cat is domestic, but not domesticated.5

The German scholar, Eberhard Trumler, suggested that it was not wolves who joined the human fold but the opposite. He pointed out that wolves, phylogenetically older than us and superbly equipped for hunting, had no need of human help. Men, on the other hand, derive from plant-eating ancestors and are not nearly as well equipped for hunting as are wolves. In order to eat, wolves scarcely need us at all, but we could benefit from the help of wolves. It may well be that human groups followed wolf packs, waited until they had brought down a kill, then chased the wolves away. Indian wolves are often chased away from their kills by wild pigs, and the same could have been true of early humans and wolves.6

The naturalist Jared Diamond points out that the large mammals were all domesticated between 8000 and 2500 B.C. Domestication began with the dog, then moved to sheep, goats, pigs and ended with Arabian and Bactrian camels and water buffalos. He believes that since 2500 B.C. there have been no significant additions.7 Why this is so is a question that has never been answered.

Although other animals have been domesticated – primarily the cat, the horse, certain birds, rabbits, cattle – no other animal (wild, tame or domesticated) carries such meaning for humans as the dog. We feel strongly about such non-domesticated animals as wolves, elephants and dolphins (all of which can be tamed but over whose reproductive life we exercise little control) but our direct interactions with them are much more restricted. By raising all these animals over centuries, we have altered their genetic make-up to make them conform to our desires. We control their reproductive functions and breed them to suit our needs, just as we control their territory and food supply. Juliet Clutton-Brock, an expert on domestication, believes, as Darwin did, that only humans benefit from the association. She quotes Darwin to the effect that ‘as the will of man thus comes into play we can understand how it is that domestic races of animals and cultivated races of plants often exhibit an abnormal character, as compared with natural species; they have been modified not for their own benefit, but for that of man.’8

Michael Fox, vice president of the Humane Society of the United States (in charge of bioethics and farm animal protection), points out that rapid maturation, disease resistance, high fertility and longevity, all of which we foster, would in nature produce overabundance of certain species, which would cause a shift in the ecological balance and possibly the extinction of other species.9 Many of these domesticated animals, even when they appear to be semi-wild, are dependent on humans and require considerable attention. Hardy hill sheep still need to be dipped, wormed and given supplementary winter feed.

Even among domesticated animals the
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