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Praise for OUR DOGS, OURSELVES


“If you love dogs, and even talk to them, you’re going to rejoice at this entertaining and enlightening book.”

—BookPage

“History, facts, and data are woven along with entertaining personal anecdotes and asides, allowing Horowitz’s findings to be delivered in an appealing, accessible way that readers, especially dog lovers, will savor and absorb.”

—Shelf Awareness

“Fans of Horowitz’s earlier book will recognize the incredibly effective way she writes about dogs, adroitly mixing her own personal experiences, whether happy or heartbreaking, with broader questions about the bond at the heart of her book.”

—The Christian Science Monitor

“Though grounded in extensive academic research, Horowitz’s book speaks to a broad audience through personal anecdotes and relatable prose.”

—Library Journal

“Altogether fascinating.”

—Brain Pickings

“For a wide-ranging exploration of the human-dog relationship, including its perils and pitfalls, pick up Our Dogs, Ourselves…. [It] will make you see canine companions in new ways.”

—Science News

“Alexandra Horowitz’s masterful and witty biography of two intertwined species fully captures the profundity, joy, and absurdity of our bonds with our closest animal companions. Our Dogs, Ourselves is a treat for dog lovers, but also essential reading for anyone interested in our relationship with nature, and what that says about us.”

—Ed Yong, bestselling author of I Contain Multitudes

“In Our Dogs, Ourselves, Alexandra Horowitz has achieved the rare and admirable feat of combining hard scientific information with a storyteller’s gift of detail and depth, a gossip columnist’s gift for eavesdropping, and a philosopher’s work of making us face the difficult aspects of our love of dogs—all the time reinforcing the rightness of our choice to love them.”

—Mary Gordon
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For all the dogs who have been, are now, and are yet to be





Bonded
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Once a dog has your heart, you are stuck: there is no undoing it. Scientists, ever unromantic, call it the “dog-human bond.” “Bond” captures not just the tight connection, but also the reciprocity; not just the mutuality, but also the affection. We love dogs and (we assume) are loved by them. We keep dogs but are also kept by them.

We could call it the human-dog bond, but then we’d have our priorities wrong. The dog figures largely in the shorthand used to encapsulate the unique, symbiotic relationship between us and our pups. Most everything that the dog does serves to strengthen the connection: both effusive greetings and hopelessly bad behavior. The writing of E. B. White, who lived with over a dozen dogs through his life—many known to the readers of his pieces in the New Yorker—exemplified the humanity that the bond allows us to grant to dogs. When Americans heard that Russia was going to send a dog into space, White reasoned he knew why: “The little moon is incomplete without a dog to bay at it.”

Or, it may just be assumed that if we’re going to the moon, we’ll want to bring our constant companions with us. They have been by our sides for thousands of years before we dreamed of traveling into space—before not just rockets, but every technological step that produced them, from metalworking to motor making. Before we were living in cities—before any of the recognizable elements of contemporary civilization were in place—we were living alongside dogs.

When early humans unconsciously made the decision to begin domesticating the wolves around them, they changed the course of the species’ development. And, too, when each person makes the decision to breed, buy, or rescue a dog, we enter into a relationship that will change us. It changes the course of our days: dogs need to be walked, fed, attended to. It changes the course of our lives: dogs weave their way into our psyches with their steady presence by our sides. It has changed the course of Homo sapiens.

The story of dogs and humans has even led, in the twenty-first century, to the appearance of humans who research dog cognition. This is where I come in: my job is observing and studying dogs. Not petting; not playing with; not just looking fondly at. It comes as a great disappointment to those who apply to work with me in the Dog Cognition Lab that we do not keep puppies nor do we even touch puppies as part of our work.I In fact, when we run behavioral experiments—asking questions like whether dogs can sniff out a small difference in food, or whether they prefer one odor over another—any people in the room with the dog have to make themselves completely boring to the dogs. This means: no talking to, cooing over, calling, or responding to a dog; no sharing adoring gazes with or tickling under the chin of the dog. Sometimes we wear sunglasses in their presence or turn our backs should a dog look to us for any reason. In other words, in the experimental room with dogs we fall somewhere between acting like trees and acting inexcusably rude.

We are not aloof; it’s just hard enough to see what’s happening without being part of what’s happening. Since the tools animal-behavior researchers use—eyes—are those we use for other means, it can be hard to tune them to see the behavior in front of us, rather than what we expect to see.

That said, humans are natural animal observers. Historically, we had to be. To elude predators, or to hunt prey, our hominid ancestors had to watch what animals were doing, to notice the appearance of something new moving in the grass or trees: it affected them. Their skill at watching was the difference between getting dinner and being dinner. Hence my job turns evolution’s job on its head: I’m not looking for the newest element of a scene. Instead, I aim to look at that which we mostly ignore—that with which we’re most familiar—and to see it again in a new way.

I study dogs because I’m interested in dogs—not just for what dogs can tell us about humans. Still, every aspect of looking closely at dog behavior has a human component. We look at our dogs—looking back at us waggingly—and wonder about ancient humans who met their first proto-dogs. We ask the questions of dog mind that we do because of our interest in the workings of our own minds. We examine how dogs react to us—so differently than other species do. We wonder what effect living with dogs has on our society, salutary or damaging. We gaze into dogs’ eyes and want to know who dogs see when they gaze back. Our lifestyle with dogs and our science of dogs both reflect human interests.

While considering dogs scientifically, I have become more and more alert to the culture of dogdom. Dogs come to our lab with their owners, and though we are often only looking at the behavior of the quadrupedal member of that pair, the dog-owner relationship is the elephant in the room. As someone who has always lived with dogs, it is the very culture that I am immersed in; but I began to see it more clearly from the perspective of an outsider, wearing my scientist’s hat. The ways we acquire, name, train, raise, treat, talk to, and see our dogs deserve more attention. Dogs can slip from being bonded to us to being bound by us. Much of what we accept as the way to live with dogs is odd, surprising, revelatory, even disturbing—and contradictory.

In fact, the dog’s place in society is steeped in contradiction. We sense their animalism (feeding them bones, taking them outside to pee), yet enforce an ersatz humanness (dressing them in raincoats, celebrating their birthdays). To maintain the look of a breed, we cut their ears (to look more like wild canids), but squash their faces (to look more like primates). We speak of their gender yet regulate their sex life.

Dogs have the legal status of property, but we endow them with agency: they want, they choose, they demand, they insist. They are objects, to the law, but they share our homes—and often our sofas and beds. They are family, but they are owned; they are treasured, yet they are regularly abandoned. We name one, yet euthanize millions of nameless others.

We celebrate their individuality but breed them for sameness. In developing fantastical breeds, we are destroying the species: we’ve made short-nosed dogs who cannot breathe properly; small-headed dogs who have too little room for their brains; giant dogs who cannot bear their own weight.

They have become familiar, but in so being they are obscured. They have stopped being viewed for who they are. We talk to them, but we do not listen; we see them, but we do not see.

This state of affairs should startle us. Our interest in dogs is as dogs: as animals; as non-humans. They are friendly, tail-wagging ambassadors for the animal world that we increasingly distance ourselves from. As our gaze turns evermore toward technology we have stopped simply being in the world—a world peopled by animals. Animals on your property, in your city? Nuisance. Animals you haven’t invited into your house? Pests. Those who you have? Family members, but also owned property. Part of what we love about the dogs who occupy the exalted, final position is that they are unlike the rest of our family. There is something of the Other behind those wide-open eyes; someone unexplained, unexplainable; a reminder of our animal selves. And yet today we seem to be doing all we can to eliminate the animalness from dogs just as we are walking the human race out of the natural world, tethered to our phones, visiting our friends via screens (not in person), reading screens (not books), visiting places on screens (not on foot).

I find myself reflecting on the animals we live with—and on how they reflect upon us. I walk down the sidewalk with my dog Finnegan and catch a fractured image of us in the polished marble of the building we’re passing. Finn lightly prances perfectly in step with my long stride. We are part of the same shadow in the stone, appended in motion and space by more than the leash that allegedly holds us together. We are dog-human. And the magic is in that hyphen between us.

The explanation for how that hyphen got squeezed between us is to be found in the myriad ways that dogs tell us about ourselves, personally and societally. As a dog researcher, and as a person who loves and lives with dogs, I aim to explore what my science tells us about dogs, about animals, and about ourselves. And, beyond the science, how human foibles and the laws of our culture reveal and restrict the dog-human bond.

How do we live with dogs now? How should we live with dogs tomorrow?


	I. And it is disappointing: it takes great self-restraint for me not to effuse over a dog who’s come to meet me, even if I must only refrain for a short time.







The Perfect Name
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As we sit in the waiting room of the veterinary emergency center, a young doctor comes out in scrubs, his eyes fixed on the clipboard in his hand. “Um.” The heads of the waiting room waiters lift, awaiting his next move. He pauses, puzzling at the paper in front of him. After a beat: “Brussel sprout?”

A young couple scoop up their miniature husky—who bears little resemblance to brassica—and follow him down the hall.



Our black one’s named Finnegan. Oh, and also Finnegan Begin-again, Sweetie, Goofball, Puppy. I’ve called him Mr. Nose, Mr. Wet Nose, Mr. Sniffy-Pants, Mr. Licky. He’s been christened Mouse, Snuffle, Kiddo, and Cutie-pie anew each day. Plus he’s Finn.

We humans are namers. A child stares and points; we name the thing pointed at. Doggy!, I hear nearly daily when passing parents and toddlers on the sidewalk with my dogs. (Kid!, I once in a while say to my pups in response.)

No animal names itself, but we name animals—we love naming animals. Simply spotting a newly discovered species, minutely different than another nearby species, is occasion for a christening. By convention, the discoverer of a new species is given Latin naming rights: often, this is the occasion of much silliness. So there is a beetle Anelipsistus americanus (“helpless American”), a box jellyfish Tamoya ohboya (so named for the sound one might make upon being stung by one), a trapdoor spider Aname aragog, and a fungus Spongiforma squarepantsii. Misunderstandings and unintended consequences also obtain on such namings. The Madagascan tree-dwelling lemur called indri was so named by the Frenchman who heard the Malagasy call out “indry!” when they spotted it: he mistakenly thought they were naming it, when they were in fact calling “behold!” or “there he is!”I Likewise, the familiar bird native to the Canary Islands might be put out to learn that the name of the island is thought to come from the classical Latin canāria, of or relating to dogs.

Such sorting and specifying is not without merit: a species name helps us begin to see the animals behind it; to notice their differences; to consider their lives. But often we end right there, with the species name. A new bird alights on the bird feeder and we ask its name, satisfied when we’ve pinned it: scarlet tanager. On a safari, there are checklists—the “Big Five”—of the animals that one might see. Spot an elephant, rhino, hippo, giraffe, or lion, and it is captured, collected. We can pull “I saw an African elephant” out of our pocket for years to come. Oh, we might go beyond the name and find out the flash-card facts of the animal’s biology: life span, weight, gestation time, diet. But the animals soon move on and so, for the most part, do we.

Too often names are used as substitutes for understanding: to see the animals but not have to bother to use anything but our eyes.

Still, I am a fan of naming. Not by profession: science frowns on giving animals names. That is to say, species naming is fine, but naming of individuals is not. My fields of study—animal behavior and cognitive science—are interesting in this regard, as they are based in observing or experimenting with animals. In particular, animals are most commonly studied not as individuals, but as representatives, ambassadors to their kind. Each “specimen” stands for all members of the species group: each macaque monkey is seen as a prototypic monkey whose behavior can tell us something about all other monkeys.

Having an individual name would work against this. Naming is personalizing: if, among the animals with genus name Macaque, each has his own given name, each is his own person. In the development of the field of ethology, though, what was seen as the “troublesome effects” of actual differences between individual animals on studying the species’ behavior led to a change. Where a single animal’s slightly unusual behavior—migrating late, lingering with a dead relative, capturing but not killing prey—was once seen as “statistical noise,” the field came to acknowledge the importance of these differences, and began to try to track individual animals. But not by naming; by numbering, by marking—telling individuals apart via marks such as putting a collar on a tiger, tattooing a monkey, dyeing a bird’s feathers, tagging a seal, clipping a series of toes off frogs or toads, or cutting a distinctive notch in the ear of a mouse.II Jane Goodall, against approved scholarly practice, did name the chimpanzees she observed, and named them fabulously: David Greybeard, Fifi, Flint, Frodo, Goliath, Passion. It is safe to say that the field of ethology was not immediately prepared to embrace a woman studying a chimp she called Fifi. Goodall has said she named them out of naïveté, not being aware that in scholarly research, animals—even chimpanzees, whose genetic code is in the greatest part indistinguishable from that of humans—were not supposed to have the personalities that may seem to come with a name. “I had no idea,” she wrote, “that it would have been more appropriate—once I got to know him or her—to assign each of the chimpanzees a number rather than a name.”

Since the time of Goodall’s ethological work, research has come to take it as given that animals have personalities—and researchers have even studied personality, in subjects from chimps to pigs to cats. Individual naming abounds, but only on the Q.T., not in publications. We can see this beginning even with the formative Russian psychologist Ivan Pavlov in the early twentieth century, who studied the dog because of “its great intellectual development” and the species’ implicit “understanding and compliance” even when being experimented on or vivisected.III Pavlov named his best performing dog Druzhok—“little friend” or “buddy” in Russian—and experimented on Druzhok for three years. These experiments included separating Druzhok’s esophagus from his stomach and inserting an “isolated sac” for consumed food, in order to examine his secretions at the sight of food. Every surgery was done without anesthesia, which Pavlov thought blunted normal behavior and thus should be avoided. Though Pavlov conceded that, by virtue of their sensitivity and closeness to humans, a dog is “almost a participant” in the experiment on himself, Druzhok, like the others, became critically ill and died directly as a result of Pavlov’s surgeries, pokings, and proddings.

The field of psychology owes much to Pavlov’s discoveries. It doesn’t, however, know Druzhok, who remained unidentified in public view. Druzhok was not named or acknowledged in Pavlov’s 1927 book, Conditioned Reflexes, which relates many of his experimental findings. Readers can find mention of “the animal,” “the dog,” “this dog,” “the excitable dog,” dogs No. 1, 2, and 3, even “our dogs.” But no little friend.

In contemporary neuroscience labs studying primates, the animals are also named, privately. Often, as anthropologist Lesley Sharp has shown, monkeys in a study are named in a fanciful, affecting way—after the princesses from Disney movies, or after Greek gods. Some are named half inspirationally, half ironically—as the primates in one laboratory named after Nobel Prize–winning scientists. Pet names are also used: “Spartacus” may also be “Jamie’s monkey,” or, because he’s a finger biter, “Ratfink.” Though it is usually a bioengineer or supervising postdoc who gets to name the subjects, even the head of a lab, the Principal Investigator, will use the name—within the lab. “You’re never allowed to use the name of a monkey in a public forum, or in a publication,” Sharp says, noting that, nonetheless, it’s not unusual for labs to have memorials for the animals who they eventually have used up and killed, in the form of plaques or memory gardens.

But what of the dogs? I hear you asking me. There are countless dogs in neuroscience, psychology, and medical studies who live their lives in labs. The dogs may have names to the lab workers, but in publications they are identified only by sex, age, or breed (often “beagle”). But not in my lab. My own Dog Cognition Lab studies a topic that would not have been even a twinkle in Pavlov’s grandson’s eye—but that counts on the same cooperativeness and subject complaisance that Pavlov counted on. I don’t keep dogs: my subjects live with their owners, and only meet me for the purposes of doing a study. They are all owned, and they are all named. In studies at our lab—which sometimes take place at a doggie day care or training gym after hours, the owner’s home, or a local park—we call the dogs by their names. Certainly one can reasonably infer that these dogs also understand their names. By six months of age, human infants can recognize speech sounds enough to start to disentangle their names from the other words that are spoken around them. They are still very much pre-verbal, and cognitively not as advanced as most dogs. For a dog, a name, said repeatedly over days and weeks, becomes the sound that lets your dog know that you are talking to her. They know.

In many of the dog-cognition publications, the dogs’ names make it in. It’s the only animal research I know of where this regularly occurs.IV Indeed, some reviewers—the other scientists who anonymously read a submitted paper for a journal and give recommendations on its acceptance, revision, or rejection—call for names to be added, if they’re absent. And it is in this way that we know that subjects in Vienna, Austria, participating in a study on dogs’ ability to follow an owner pointing to food were named Akira, Archimedes, Nanook, and Schnackerl. Max, Missy, Luca, and Lily were there; good dogs named French, Cash, and Sky. In Germany, researchers asked Alischa, Arco, and Aslan to complete a visual perspective-taking task, testing their ability to sneak a bit of forbidden food when a barrier blocks a person from seeing them. Lotte, Lucy, Luna, and Lupo completed this one. In England, Ashka, Arffer, Iggy, and Ozzie. Pippa, Poppy, Whilma, Zippy.

In 2013, our lab in New York City recruited participants to take on the serious business of trying to sniff out which of two covered plates contained a larger quantity of hot dogs. I don’t want to tell you who could do it, but I’m just saying: we could nearly make a complete alphabet of hot-dog sniffers ready to turn professional: A.J., Biffy, Charlie, Daisy, Ella, Frankie, Gus, Horatio, Jack (and Jackson), Lucy (times three), Merlot, Olive (and two Olivers and an Olivia), Pebbles, Rex, Shane, Teddy (and Theo and Theodore), Wyatt, Xero, and Zoey.V In that same year, it should be known, three of the dogs’ names (Madison, Mia, and Olivia) were among the most popular (human) baby names in the metropolis.

Of course all the dogs have names. “Without names,” one of my academic colleagues has said of dogs, “they’re not persons.” By contrast, non-pet dogs, kept for other purposes, may not be called by names. Racing greyhounds have formal, fancy names in the programs which are rarely used; in racing they are but a number on their flank, as muzzles are strapped on their faces. Few dogs in our society will be named “Dog”; “Mister Dog,” maybe. “Dog” is the name of a species; to name the one who you invite into your home is to personalize the dog. And one of the first things we do—one of the first steps in adding a member of your family—is to name them.



Like bringing a baby home, a new dog, whether a wobble-headed, wiggly puppy or a wide-eyed re-homed adult, obliges that you adopt new habits. Unlike bringing a baby home, these habits include adjusting where you can safely leave a partly eaten sandwich, and rising early to step outside for toileting. From the first day you take the pup out, you will find that not only have you added a family member, you have added a strange attracting device to your person. For taking a puppy outside on a walk is the social equivalent of carrying a tray of warm brownies and wearing a “Please help me, I made too many delicious brownies” sign around your neck: you are no longer alone on the sidewalk. A person walking a dog is approachable, susceptible to engagement, and, research suggests, considered more attractive than a person without. Many a (human) friendship has been forged via talking to the dog at the end of someone’s leash—whether the talker has a dog themselves or not.

“What’s her name?” is the most common query to a dog owner, right up there with “how old is she?” and “what’s his breed?” No answer will truly get to the heart of anything remotely important about the dog, for the purpose of the interaction. But the name does seem to be a signifier of something. It bespeaks of the namer, certainly. And it may enable further dog-mediated conversation, if I elaborate: “It’s really Finnegan Begin-again the Third…”

But rarely, in the US at least, does the dog’s name have to do with how I feel about the stranger on the street. Not so in parts of Africa. The Baatombu of Benin, in western Africa, give their dogs particular names so as to indirectly communicate with their neighbors. Dogs can be given proverbial names—taken from familiar proverbs—as a strategy to perform what are called “face-threatening acts” to another person in the community. Among the Baatombu, it is shameful to confront another person to his face, but it is not uncommon to have a dispute with the behavior of another person. Should a dog owner feel that his neighbor owes him payment for a service, he may give his puppy a name that is the beginning of a proverb meaning “When goodness is overdue, the idiot has forgotten.” Then, when the neighbor owing the payment comes by, “the master may spot the neighbor at whom the name is directed, and purposefully call his dog just at that moment”—thereby speaking to and chastising his neighbor, without ever needing to look at or address him. A dog named “Ya duura,” called slyly when the neighbor comes into sight, warns “What you have sown.” In both cases, any open confrontation is avoided; but the person chastised—via the dog—is now publicly accused, and must face whatever reprehensible wrong they have performed. At times, the person addressed via the puppy may then themselves go and get ahold of a new puppy—and give her a name by way of response. Conceivably, many puppies could be taken in and named for a particularly contentious dispute.

This proverbial naming strategy is an open secret, sufficiently so that if the village’s local “elderly men, sitting under the palaver tree” hear that a new puppy has been named, “it will become the subject of their talk.” Among other African tribes, dog names are used specifically to enable a person of inferior status to stand up to a superior—something they cannot do directly. Unlike encounters on the streets of Manhattan, the dog is used so that the people do not have to speak to each other.

I begin to imagine the proverbial names that could be wielded in my daily encounters with some of the 1.6 million inhabitants of this small northeastern island where I live. Just today I could have found use for the old proverb, “The elevator is not for your exclusive personal use,” had I given my dog that name instead of “Upton.” Last night, a dog named “He who plays music loudly after midnight may be loudly awakened by his neighbors early the next morning” would have prevented any vengeful Rachmaninoff playing at dawn.



If popularity serves as a recommendation, you should definitely name your dog Max or Bella. For these have been among the top dog names for the last several years running in my neck of the woods. Should you want to go further afield, there’s advice aplenty. I have been asked about tips for naming dogs for just about as long as I’ve been studying dogs. It’s one place that some would like certainty: surely there must be a name that will make the dog perfect—perfectly sweet, polite, obedient. What to name your dog has not verily been a subject of science, per se—and I hope it never will be. Species naming is scientific; your dog’s name should be your affair (perhaps with the input of your dog). This is not to say that professed dog experts haven’t weighed in on the matter. The name should be short, one veterinarian suggests. Others extol non-human names. It should be distinct from other words you might want to give meaning to, like “sit” and “walk” (rarely does one meet a dog named Mitt or Smitt, Chalk or Squawk). Should end with an O. End with an A. Definitely, absolutely end with an E or Y. Eventually, even I sallied forth with some ostensive professional wisdom: simply reminding people that they’d better pick a name they are happy saying many, many times.

These instructions are perfectly sensible and fine, but unnecessary in the extreme. Still, such advice has evidently been readily given out since at least the time of Xenophon, in 400 BCE, who counseled “short names” that can be shouted out. That he finds the names “Spigot,” “Bubbler,” and “Audacious” acceptable should go into our consideration of his recommendations.VI I wish I’d met the dogs thereby named “Topsy-Turvy,” “Much Ado,” and “Gladsome.” Alexander the Great named his dog Peritas (meaning January), and named a conquered city after the valued dog. From Ovid we have the names of Actaeon’s dogs (who, the myth goes, tore him to pieces), including Aello (Whirlwind), Arcas (Bear), and Laelaps (Storm). The collars of dogs in medieval funeral effigies held names like Jakke, Bo, Parceval, and Dyamant. Chaucer gave us Colle, Talbot, and Gerland in the “Nun’s Priest’s Tale.” Recommended names for hunting dogs of the Middle Ages included Nosewise, Smylfeste, and, ironically, Nameles.

By the 1870s the question of the naming of dogs was of sufficient moment that an opinion piece could be quasi-satirical on the topic, declaiming that a dog’s name “should hold, as it were, implicitly in itself all the elements for a conversation with (the dog) on its character.” So a poodly mutt called “Frantic Scrabbler” could be either “Frantic,” “Scrabbler,” or “F. Scrabbler,” enabling different sorts of conversations. Sporting newspapers ran a “Names claimed” section: lists of dog names and provenance for the record. On August 19, 1876, a man named Carl claimed “the name of Rock, for my field trial setter out of J. W. Knox’s Dimple, by his Belton.” Dudley, Rattler, and Beauty were also claimed that day. In 1888, one foxhound fancier detailed instructions for naming: names should always be two- or three-syllable names, “accentuated on the first syllable.”VII Moreover, they need be “euphonious and well-sounding words, which come freely from the tongue when uttered in the loudest voice.”

Today, only the American Kennel Club, the organizing body for registered pedigreed dogs, proposes—and enforces—serious rules of naming. Should you want to register your purebred dog, the AKC has some news for you. You can’t name the dog Champion, Champ, Dam, or Sire; nor Mr. Dachshund, Mme Whippet, or any breed name. Your name must top out at thirty-six characters, spaces included: exactly the length of Frantic Scrabbler o’ American Kennel, except that apostrophes and kennel names are verboten. (You can pay ten dollars more and write out “of the.”) No Roman numerals, no obscenities, no umlauts. And if thirty-seven other dogs have, in the history of naming, been named your dog’s prospective name, you are out of luck.

Still, a goodly number of unusual names have been given to dogs over the years. Browsing an AKC stud book—the complete listing of registered dogs—from 1922, I came across the Pekingese section. At the time, naming your dog Chee Kee, Chinky of Foo, Chumy chum, Clang clang, Lao tze, or Yum-yum of wee kee was apparently considered perfectly okay. This moment of oblivious offensiveness marks something of an odd spot in naming history, though. Names have changed character, but most are functional, descriptive, and good-hearted. A 1706 book on hunting hounds includes those named Bonny, Caesar, Darling, Fuddle, and Gallant. George Washington had a Dalmatian named Madame Moose, a Newfoundland named Gunner, and spaniels Pilot, Tipsy, and Old Harry for hunting; the house dogs were Chole, Pompey, and Frish. Nineteenth-century foxhounds named Captain, Tickler, Knowledge, and Light are recorded; there was a Chase, various Rifles, and even a Fox. At about the same time, Mark Twain kept dogs named I Know, You Know, and Don’t Know. The favorite dogs of Sir Walter Scott and Lord Byron were Maida and Boatswain, respectively. Nineteenth-century children’s magazines give a glimpse of the naming of the time, with letters and stories about dogs named Bess and Blinky; Jack, Jumbo, and Joe; Towser, Spry, and Sport. The Louisville Courier-Journal of 1875 lists Jack, Jip, Carlo, Fido, Major, and Rover as some of the most popular names among locally licensed dogs (with at least one Bunkum, Squiz, and Duke of Kent represented); the Chicago Times-Herald in 1896 found a Peter Kelley, Rum Punch, and Billy Sykes living on the South Side. Among the pedigree English setters listed at the time of the first dog show in Chicago in 1874 were an Adonis, Afton, Arron, two Bangs, a Baron Peg, and a Gooenough [sic]. Human nicknames were used for pets, and once in a while dogs were even given the surnames of their owners.

While these sources are glimpses into dog names, Hartsdale Pet Cemetery, a thirty-five-minute drive from New York City, functions as a five-acre monument to them. It began as a dog cemetery in 1896, when a friend of the owner of the land was looking for a place to bury her beloved and expired dog.VIII It now houses all manner of pets, including chickens, monkeys, and one pet lion—as well as several hundred pet owners who asked to be cremated and buried by their pet’s plot. The cemetery resembles a human cemetery scaled down: ornate iron gates opening to fields of tombstones of all sizes and varying levels of extravagance, some topped with a pebble or decorated with clutches of flowers; only the plots are smaller. And the tens of thousands of stones are engraved: amazing evidence, to anthropologists like UC Berkeley’s Stanley Brandes, who has studied the cemetery, of the changing place of pets in the home. As he reports, over time, more and more inscriptions allude to the place of the deceased animal in the family, including giving the pet the owner’s surname, and referring to the surviving owners as the pet’s mom or dad. Even religious identity is extended to pets, who have “Gone to Eternal Rest,” are “In God’s Care,” or have Stars of David decorating their stones.

The earliest gravestones sometimes have no name at all, or mention “my pet.” But before long there are dogs named Brownie and Bunty and Boogles, Rags and Rex, Punch and Pippy commemorated. Short of one pet (species unknown) named “Robert Burns,” the majority of the names until the 1930s were not human names. Nor are they gendered names: Teko and Snap may be male or female; perhaps it didn’t matter much to their owners. But after World War II, many more human names come into the mix. Sure, there is Champ, Clover, Freckles, Happy, and Spaghetti. But there also are Daniels, Samanthas, Rebeccas, Olivers, and Jacobs: peoples’ names, and also clearly distinguished by sex.

Forty years on, in 1985, New York Times columnist William Safire posted a call for dog names and their naming stories from the readers of his “On Language” column. Over several months, Safire received 410 letters, some with just one name, others with several dozen, the letter writers having done neighborhood sub-surveys of their own. The result was a snapshot of mid-eighties American dog-owning philosophy. In that year, Max and Belle topped it (Bella came later, apparently), with Ginger, Walter, and Sam nipping at their heels. Apart from peoples’ names, Safire lists cartoon characters as common, plenty of food and coat-color names, names ending in diminutives (like a large dog named Binky), and dogs named obliquely after their owners’ profession (tennis-ball-retrieving Topspin, long-suffering lawyer’s dog Shyster, and a sound engineer’s dog Woofer).

Now, three decades later, had dog naming changed? I was curious to find out. While I do like a handwritten epistle, I suspected there were easier ways of getting the information.

I began asking dogs. Or, rather, people with dogs. All I needed to do was leave my apartment in New York City to encounter the full range of domestic quadrupeds and their people. By virtue of the convention that walking with a dog gives others license to open a conversation with you—about the dog—I began an informal survey.

Soon I ranged farther afield. One summer evening, at an exhibition of art made for dogs in New York—to which dogs were invited—I sent my son out with pen and paper to gather names from the dogs’ owners. The sampling of names with which he returned, including Nashville and Tosh, was perhaps a bit overrepresentative of dogs who go to art exhibit openings, but our list was growing. Back at the office, I emailed the owners who have volunteered their dogs to participate in studies at my Dog Cognition Lab and asked for stories of How Their Dogs Got Their Names. Hundreds of names streamed in.

And then I hit the survey jackpot: Twitter. Rather, dog Twitter. I tweeted out a call for the what and why of people’s dogs’ names and, as the little twittering bird does, it caught the breeze. A political commentator with a million followers who also is an ardent dog devotee, Keith Olbermann, re-tweeted my call. Twelve hours later, I had two thousand responses. A few days on, I stopped updating the spreadsheet after passing eight thousand entries.

Should you ever feel downhearted or despairing, the resulting listing of names and origin stories that I gathered should be at the top of your reading list. The alacrity with which people responded to my request was the first indication of what I might find: of the pure, openhearted goodwill of people keen to share something about their dogs. Let me tell you about my dog. And rare is the story that is not funny, sweet, silly, or poignant. The collection of all of them mirrors just the fine qualities we admire in our dogs: devotion, cheer, unwavering affection. From the very moments we bring a dog into our homes, it seems, we begin pouring at them just what they are pouring at us; we begin treating them like kin from the get-go. They wag and lick and wiggle and gaze at us; we gaze admiringly back, minus the wag and wiggle. But in these names are sometimes that wag—that cheeriness, that care. You don’t come up with “Stella Poopers” without a good dose of affection joined with mirth.

That many of the dog names are cheerful does not undermine the overall emotional heft of reading this list: many stories of how people named their dog are, frankly, moving. The moment of the stories comes out of their personalness.

So it is that I came to see an astonishing truth: in the US, naming a dog is done with as much, if not more, care as naming a human child. Sure, I have a story of my son’s naming. Pregnancy is nine months, I have to assume, in order to provide the time for the expectant parents to read every baby-name book, heatedly argue about the unacceptable name that one’s partner has suggested, and try out and move on from a dozen names. In the end, the name matches the person who emerges. There is a story, but it is not a silly one. It is given the gravity accorded to the appearance of a whole human being from between a woman’s legs.

With dogs, on the other hand, there may be arguments, and there may be (I learned) baby-name books read, but the end result may be “Mr. Pickles”—and everyone is just pleased as punch about it. Your dog’s name reflects, more often than not, something about you and your family—something you share, find endearing. The process of naming is itself part of the history of the dog that you are creating with them. Many of the stories are dense with emotional highlights; the resultant names meaningful twelve ways to Tuesday. A not-atypical story goes like this, of a dog named Rufus Marvel:


Rufus because we found him on Rufus Thomas’ birthday. Rufus Thomas wrote and sang FUNKY CHICKEN. My last dog before Rufus was named Chicken. Marvel because Rufus Thomas named his son Marvel.



And of a pup named Cash (one of four “Cash”s in the list):


He’s almost all black… and not fond of 99% of people, so I went with “Cash” after Johnny Cash (and his black wardrobe)! It seemed fitting because of his color as well as the fact that my first dog was named “Rose,” after the (Johnny Cash) song “Give My Love to Rose.”



Rufus Marvel and Cash’s origin stories hit on some of the recurring kinds of explanations for how people came to their dog’s name. Many, many dogs are named for famous people (Jimmy Carter, Harper Lee, Mark Rothko, and Tina Fey, consider yourself duly honored). Those people’s sports successes (“Trick” for a hockey player’s hat trick), song lyrics (the Kinks’ “Lola”), and book characters (“Paddington”; both “Watson” and “Sherlock”) also wend their way into dog names. Personality—Sassy, Moxie, Hammy (“he was a big ham”), Pepper (“she’s a spicy girl”)—accounts for some names; and coat color, responsible for untold numbers of “Blackie”s through the ages, accounts for a goodly handful of namings still. The attempt to connect a past dog and the current dog also represents a cluster of namings. It is not uncommon to find, as explanation for one name—such as Franklin—an attempt to coordinate with past or present dogs’ names—Faraday and Edison. Some dogs are in fact given the name of a past dog outright—usually a beloved, or first, or beloved first dog. This honoring doesn’t stop at the canid, though. And in this way there is a distinct shift from the Safire sample of 1985. Many dogs are named for—and expressly to honor—a person: a friend or, often, a deceased relative.IX Grandmothers are well represented.

To coordinate the names of one’s dogs, and especially to name a dog for a relative, is to treat the dog plainly as family. Consider the literature PhD married to a man whose surname is Hyde: she named her dog Jekyll, and their family becomes Doctor, Jekyll, and Mr. Hyde. Or the mother of Julian and Juan whose dog is named Jupiter, to match. Many dogs “take”—or are given—their person’s surname, and their naming follows some of the same codes for honoring others who are close to us as baby-naming does.

The trend of giving human names to dogs is no longer a trend: it is the way.X In the listing of nearly eight thousand names, there are in fact many non-human names—Addendum, Fizzing Whizbee, Honey Bee, Oreo, Razzmatazz, Sprocket, Toblerone. (I should say non-human-for-now: one never knows.) But only one person offered an objection to giving a person’s name to her dog (although in fact the name, Daisy, is a person’s name). More common was the sentiment of “Donald”’s owner: “I love human names for dogs… HE IS NOT NAMED FOR TRUMP.” “I always wanted a Lucy, whether child or dog,” says Lucy’s owner. Many future-daughter’s names were apparently planned, and now, for reason of only-sons or never-had-children, there are dogs with the intended names: Zoey, Gracie, Greta, Chloe, Sylvia.XI “I wouldn’t call my kid Bowser, so why would I name my dog the same,” says Silas’ person. (The one dog named Bowser on the list is in honor of a video game character.)

All but one of the twenty most popular dog names in my sample are plainly human names: Lucy, Bella, Charlie, Daisy, Penny, Buddy, Max, Molly, Lola, Sophie, Bailey, Luna, Maggie, Jack, Toby
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