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			More Praise for
FOR THE LOVE OF A DOG

			
				“Gives fascinating insight into the emotions we always knew our furry companions possessed.”

				—Dog Fancy

			

			
				“A fascinating, highly educational read. McConnell alternates between expressing empathy with our canine friends and taking a step back to explain the scientific limits of any attempt to get into their heads.”

				—FRANS DE WAAL, author of Our Inner Ape

			

			
				“For anyone who’s ever wondered how to pick out a well-adjusted puppy, McConnell’s explanation of the neurology of emotion is a must-read.”

				—Newsday

			

			
				“Patricia McConnell skillfully blends cutting-edge scientific data with examples from her personal experiences with dogs to produce a clear picture of the emotional life of dogs. In the process, we learn more about how the mind of a dog works, and how to better understand and interact with them. This is a must-read for all dog owners.”

				—STANLEY COREN, author of
The Intelligence of Dogs and How Dogs Think

			

			
				“A compelling combination of stories, science and practical advice to show how understanding emotions in both people and dogs can improve owners’ relationships with their pets.”

				—Publishers Weekly

			

			
				“Brilliant! For the Love of a Dog is a perfect balance of science and soul. These stories will keep you up reading long into the night knowing that with your dogs, you love and are loved, need and are needed.”

				—DR. MARTY BECKER, resident veterinarian on
Good Morning America and co-author of Fitness Unleashed!

			

			
				“Patricia McConnell’s book is a wonderful guide to the inner life of dogs. She warmly describes the posture changes, facial expressions, and other aspects of non-verbal communication that help us read and know what our loving companions are feeling and perhaps even thinking. On this journey in getting to know our pups, we get a treasure trove of information. Her chapter on happiness is a superb practical guide to increasing the happiness and joy of our pets and ourselves.”

				—JOHN RATEY, M.D., co-author of Driven to Distraction

			

			
				“For the Love of a Dog is a must-read for skeptics who still cling to outdated views of animal emotions as well as for those who embrace other animals as the sentient beings they really are. This is a well-rounded and clearly presented discussion of canine passions. Move over naysayers, and welcome Patricia McConnell.”

				—MARC BEKOFF, editor of the Encyclopedia of Animal Behavior and author of Animal Passions and Beastly Virtues

			

			
				“Fascinating from beginning to end—the kind of book you can’t put down, and that you want to read out loud to your friends. It should be required reading for every dog trainer—and her clients!”

				—TRISH KING, behavior and training director at the Marin Humane Society, Marin County, California, and author of Parenting Your Dog

			

			
				“Patricia McConnell has written a book that appeals to both the mind and the heart. She addresses the emotional lives of dogs and their humans with insight, wit, and acute sensitivity to the appropriate balance of science and speculation. Her rich personal experiences make for a compelling and deeply moving narrative. Must love dogs? Must read this book!”

				—BARB SMUTS, professor of psychology,
University of Michigan, and dog behavior researcher

			

			
				“In For the Love of a Dog, Patricia McConnell provides a fascinating window into the workings of the canine mind. It will bring people who live with and train dogs to a new level in understanding and communicating with their canine friends. This is another excellent book from a renowned author, and everyone who loves dogs will want to read it.”

				—WAYNE HUNTHAUSEN, DVM, animal behavior consultant

			

			
				“Yet another utterly delightful book from Dr. Patricia McConnell— such a fine storyteller and such a good scientist—the Jane Goodall of the dog world. For the Love of a Dog is an authoritative review of emotions in dogs and people. Thoroughly interesting, intriguing, entertaining, and such a pleasure to read. You’ll love this book.”

				—IAN DUNBAR, PH.D., BVETMED, MRCVS,
founder of the Association of Pet Dog Trainers

			

			
				“This exciting book is a welcome addition to our understanding of companion dogs and our relationship with them. At turns engaging, funny, joyous, passionate, sad, and poignant, it is a wonderful blend of science, social commentary, and great story telling.”

				—DANIEL Q. ESTEP, PH.D., CAAB,
Animal Behavior Associates, Inc.
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				Daily, in the morning, this faithful dog,
silent, sits near me,
till I recognize him
with a touch.
At my little notice
his body erupts in waves, streams of joy.

				—RABINDRANATH TAGORE, “Recovery 14”
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			NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

			The stories in this book are all true, although I have changed the names of all of my clients and most of their dogs in order to protect their privacy. I doubt that the dogs would care if they knew you were reading about them, but I can’t ask them, so I’ve covered my bases and changed their names. I kept the names of my own dogs—that’s what they get for living with a writer.

			Although I’ve changed the names of individual dogs in the book, I have chosen to identify them by breed, even when the story included a dog causing serious injury. I realize that might result in some criticism: no one wants to hear about an individual of a breed they love causing serious harm. Two of the breeds I mention are Rottweilers and Pit Bulls. Because of the negative publicity those breeds tend to attract, I thought long and hard about changing their breed designation in the case stories recounted within the book. But then, changing to another breed would anger lovers of whatever breed I chose. I considered changing all the dogs to mixed breeds, or never mentioning breed at all, but that seemed dishonest and contrived. I finally decided that the best thing to do was to simply recount what happened, the way it happened. However, I don’t want the stories in this book to add to stereotypes of those breeds—any more than I want people to believe that Labradors and Border Collies are “dangerous dogs” just because there are stories in the book about ones who have caused serious injuries. As readers will see, I adore Border Collies, but a problematic one can be a nightmare. The truth of the matter is that dogs who can open their mouths can bite, and big, strong dogs are more dangerous than little ones, and, most important, a tragically large number of dogs are being bred and raised by people in this country for all the wrong reasons.

			On another note, some progressive readers will notice that I have not used the term “guardian” for those of us who live with and love domestic dogs. I have chosen to use the more traditional term, “owner,” although I understand that the choice can be interpreted in different ways. I’m the first to admit that “owner” is not a perfect description of who we are to our dogs, but being perhaps too old and set in my ways, I find the term “guardian” a bit awkward. I’m working on it, but I just can’t make it feel right yet—it feels formal and lawyerly, and somehow less intimate than my relationship is with my dogs. Lacking a better alternative, I have used the term “owner” throughout the book. Of course, the term “owner” itself can also be off-putting; one would never talk about being a child’s owner, after all. But all words can have different meanings, different connotations, and when I say “owner,” I mean simply that they are my dogs and I’m responsible for them. I’m reminded of a woman who introduced her significant other thus: “This is John. My John.” My dogs are just that, my dogs. They are also my friends and my co-workers, and I have the deepest respect for them.

			Readers should also be aware that the term “behaviorist,” used frequently in this book, has many different meanings. “Applied animal behaviorists” are people like me, who use their academic background in behavior to solve problems and issues related to nonhuman animals. These issues can vary from working with aggressive dogs, to enhancing the habitat of animals in zoological parks, to saving endangered species. Our academic background, however, can vary. My Ph.D. major was in zoology, in which I was trained as an ethologist, or someone most interested in how an animal’s behavior interacts with its genetic heritage and its environment. My minor was in psychology, where historically the focus was on how an animal’s behavior is influenced by learning, and on discovering how the process of learning works in both animals and people. This is the source of the other use of the term “behaviorist,” which refers to a perspective that endorses, à la B. F. Skinner, giving scientific attention only to an animal’s external behavior. Animals’ internal processes (such as thoughts and emotions) were believed to be inaccessible to scientific inquiry. To the benefit of all, both fields are now integrated to a large degree. The term “behaviorist” is used in both senses in the text of this book, I hope in a way that keeps its meaning clear to the reader.

			I have also chosen to put references to most of the research described in the book in the “References” section, rather than in the body of the text. I hope the authors of the papers I mention do not take offense. Books like this could never be written without the hours and hours of hard work put in every week by scientists of all descriptions. My goal, in writing this and other books, is to provide a bridge between the knowledge derived from their work and the general dog-loving public. Moving the citations to the back allows for a freer flow of narrative and, I hope, results in a book that keeps the interest of all dog lovers, even if they didn’t love science class in high school.

			And finally, if your or your dog’s emotions are causing behavioral problems, don’t hesitate to seek professional advice. Even the best tennis player in the world has a coach, and dog training is a sport as much as anything else.

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			Tulip broke away from me as we approached the body of an ewe named Harriet, and sniffed her from head to hoof. Harriet’s death was a significant event on my little farm. Until the very end, even at the ancient age of fourteen, Harriet was a remarkable individual. In her youth, her delicate bone structure and toffee-colored wool qualified her for supermodel status. In old age she was little more than a scraggly skeleton, but even when fed a liquid diet through a turkey baster, she managed a sense of dignity that elicited respect from sheep, humans, and dogs alike. I was fonder of Harriet than of any sheep I’ve ever had, and I’d already cried like a baby by the time Tulip and I walked down to visit her body, lying cold and stiff in the grass.

			Tulip, my Great Pyrenees sheep-guarding dog hadn’t been in the barn when the veterinarian put Harriet down. I’d put Tulip in the house so that the vet could end Harriet’s life with no distractions. It’s Tulip’s job to protect the sheep from the coyotes and stray dogs that flow throughout the Wisconsin countryside. Tulip’s commitment to nonviolence is impressive, but she can be counted on to protect her sheep when they need her. Normally docile, Tulip can switch from gentle nanny into Xena, Warrior Dog, in a microsecond. Although she’s never hurt a person, dog or sheep in ten years of guarding my farm, she’s roared in like a freight train when a three-hundred-pound ram attacked me, when a visiting dog tore into one of my own, and when a foolish Border Collie switched from herding sheep to hunting them in the excitement of youth. She’s also playful and curious, so it seemed wise to let the vet do his work without her. Because of that, Tulip hadn’t seen Harriet pass from life to death, and when she found Harriet’s body lying in the grass, she seemed profoundly affected by it.

			She sniffed Harriet’s body, circling, sniffing and repeatedly nudging her. After a few minutes, she lay down beside the body. She placed her big, white muzzle on her paws, sighed once—a long, slow exhalation of what we’d call resignation in a human—and then refused to move. She growled at the approach of my Border Collies; they withdrew and came over to sit beside me, about twenty-five feet away. I don’t remember how long Tulip lay beside Harriet, but she wouldn’t leave her voluntarily. Finally, as darkness softened the sky, I gently took her by the collar and walked her back to the house.

			Tulip looked for all the world as if she knew that Harriet had died, and she looked as sad about it as I felt. There’s only one catch. She behaves in similar ways to pigeons she’s killed herself, and last week, to an ear of corn I’d given her to chew. While my three Border Collies munched away on their own corncobs, milky yellow juice running down their chins, Tulip carried hers with great gravity over to her favorite spot, gently and carefully placed it between her paws, and proceeded to guard it from all comers. She didn’t chew it. She didn’t lick it. She lay beside it, her face quiet and grave, just as she lay beside Harriet’s body that sad morning at Redstart Farm.

			I want it to be true that Tulip’s behavior around Harriet was an expression of something more meaningful than her demeanor around an ear of corn. A respectful awareness of Harriet’s life fits into my belief about who Tulip is, and, more importantly, who I want her to be. Perhaps it is meaningful that Tulip’s behavior toward Harriet was not exactly the same as her behavior toward dead pigeons or corncobs. She never put her head down on her paws with food as she did beside Harriet, and she never sighed a great gulping sigh when looming over a dead pigeon. I find it hard to believe that my big-eyed, soulful dog had the same response to Harriet’s dead body as she did to a vegetable.

			But the truth of the matter is, I don’t know what was in Tulip’s head as she lay beside Harriet’s body. Did she know that Harriet was dead, and understand what that meant for the future? I want to know what was going on in her mind that quiet summer evening after Harriet died, but how can I find the way into her head? For that matter, what can any of us know about the emotional life of any of our dogs? It’s hard enough to know what’s going on in the mind of another person, much less an individual of another species.

			But we want to know. Understanding what someone else is experiencing is the key to feeling connected, and feeling connected is an integral part of any good relationship. “Penny for your thoughts” is more than an old-fashioned phrase—it’s an expression of our desire to understand the thoughts and emotions of those we love. We humans are social animals, and our desire for connection is deep and relentless.

			Those of us who love our dogs deeply, who consider our dogs friends and family, want to know what’s going on in their minds as much as we do in our relationships with other people. We don’t need to think of our dogs as furry little people to want to understand how their emotional life compares with ours. I, and many others, don’t want to live with fuzzy, nonverbal humans who walk on four legs but roll in cow pies. We like it that our dogs are dogs. The differences between us enrich our relationships and increase our sense of connection to the world around us. But the genetic gap between us means it’s even harder to know what our dogs are thinking and feeling than it is with our human friends. No wonder animal communicators, who claim access to the minds of our companion animals, have become so popular.

			Sometimes, even without the benefit of language, we make deep connections to the dogs in our lives. Other times, just as in any relationship, things may not go so well. I’ll never forget a dog—one of those special ones with penetrating eyes—who simply stopped looking at her owner. I watched the two of them for several hours at a herding clinic, a petite gray-haired woman with a tidy black-and-white Border Collie on a bright red leash. The dog looked everywhere but toward the woman who loved her, at one point sitting silently at the woman’s side for almost an hour, with her head turned a hundred and eighty degrees away.

			The woman who owned and loved the dog was well intentioned, but her words and movements were all so confusing that even I had no idea what she was trying to communicate. I didn’t have the slightest idea of what she was trying to get her dog to do, much less what she was thinking. I suspect the smart, willing little dog found her owner so frustrating that she could no longer bear to make the attempt to communicate, and so she spent her time avoiding making any connection at all. I was reminded of the times I’ve turned off my car radio because, even though I could still make out some of the words, the static was so aversive I couldn’t stand listening.

			I found the mismatch so heartbreaking that at the end of the day I asked the woman whether I could buy her dog. I wasn’t surprised when she said no, because she seemed to love the dog dearly, and you can’t exactly walk up to a stranger and tell them that they’re inadvertently torturing their dog and expect them to thank you and then hand over the leash. But I still can see the dog’s sweet, honest face, and I wonder if she’s still alive, looking off into space, turning off the static as best she can.

			Most of us do a better job of bridging the gap between our minds and the minds of our dogs than the woman described above, but that doesn’t mean it’s not a struggle. We may think we know how our dog is feeling, but that doesn’t mean we’re right. We may be sure we know what’s going on inside the heart and mind of our mother or son or partner, but the truth is we’re often mistaken. Psychologists tell us that erroneous assumptions about what others are thinking and feeling cause no end of problems in human interactions. We don’t even know what’s going on in our own minds half the time. As we’ll see later, much of our behavior is influenced by processes outside our conscious awareness. No wonder figuring out what’s going on in the mind of your dog is a challenge.

			Even though getting into our dogs’ heads isn’t easy, we’re not utterly clueless. For a start, we are making tremendous strides in understanding how human brains work. We may like to talk about the heart as the seat of emotions, but it’s the brain that lies at the center of our feelings. If we want to understand our feelings, we have to start by understanding our brain. Our emotional life begins and ends in our brains, and the more we understand how this amazing mix of neurons, hormones, and electricity works, the better we’ll understand emotions. Right now there are legions of researchers working on the brain, riding a rising tide of scientific and popular interest in the mind and how it functions. Much of that interest and attention has been driven by the amazing new technologies that allow us to watch the brain as it works. One of the most useful of the new technologies, the fMRI, allows us to see which areas of the brain are active while the brain is working.1 You can show people pictures, ask them questions, or inject hormones into their bodies, and learn which parts of the brain are engaged while they are sorting things out. Studies like this have taught us, for example, that most people have a particularly sophisticated area of the brain designated to recognize faces, while a less powerful area is programmed to recognize objects. Autistic people, on the other hand, use the object-recognition part of their brains when looking at faces; no wonder they have so much trouble reading emotional expressions on the faces around them.

			Neuroscience may be exciting, but it’s not for the faint of heart (or, for that matter, the weak of mind). Brains are absurdly complicated things, and understanding the role that they play in our emotional life is no small challenge. Just the language used to describe the structure and function of the brain is, well, uh…elaborate. In his wonderful book A User’s Guide to the Brain, John J. Ratey says that after the brain itself, “the second most complex object in the universe is the body of language we use to talk about the brain.” How true that is. I howled when I read it, having started the daunting process of wading through articles on, for example, the role of the anterior cingulate gyrus in ideomotor apraxia.

			As luck would have it, more and more books are being written by neuroscientists for those of us who aren’t in their field but who are interested in how our brains affect our behavior. Whether you’re interested in why you left the house intending to buy a Beagle puppy but instead brought home a Jack Russell Terrier, or why you still cry over your Golden Retriever who died ten years ago, these books can help you bridge the gap between the dual, but related, mysteries of brain and behavior. Books like Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain, by Antonio Damasio, and Biology of the Mind, by Deric Bownds, allow us non-neuroscientists to share in the fun.

			Our focus on mental processes may have been encouraged by new technologies, but interest in the workings of our own brains isn’t new. However, our interest in the minds of nonhuman animals has waxed and waned over the centuries. Thirty years ago, at least in this country, scientific interest in the minds of animals was barely perceptible; at the moment, it’s increasing by leaps and bounds. One of the most interesting results of that research is the realization that thoughts and emotions can’t be separated from each other as neatly as we once believed. Justifiably proud of our own intellectual abilities, we’ve paid most of our attention to the thinking, problem-solving part of our mind, comparing it (favorably, of course) with the brains of other animals. However, new ways of studying the brain have resulted in an expanding focus on emotions—what they are, how they are generated, and what their purpose might be. Not only are we starting to understand what emotions actually are, we’re starting to understand their importance in humans and animals alike.

			This increased interest in the inner lives of animals is a wonderful thing for dog lovers, because the burgeoning interest in the mental experiences of animals has resulted in a parallel interest in the minds of our dogs. Dogs are finally getting some of the attention they deserve, having been proof for decades of the saying “Familiarity breeds contempt.” Scientists could study right whales or Serengeti lions or scissor-tailed flycatchers, but heaven forbid you tried to make your name as a researcher studying dogs. However, that has changed in just the last few years, and lately there have been articles in prestigious scientific journals, from the Journal of Comparative Psychology to Science, that add to our knowledge about the cognitive abilities of dogs. That interest has been reflected in a group of thoughtful books written specifically about the intellectual abilities of the dog. For example, How Dogs Think, by Stanley Coren; If Dogs Could Talk, by Vilmos Csányi; and The Truth About Dogs, by Stephen Budiansky, act as welcome bridges between what people want to know about the minds of their dogs, and what science has actually discovered.

			Our dogs may not be lying around pondering the evolution of emotion and whether their humans experience emotions the same way they do, but it’s the most natural thing in the world for us to wonder about the emotions of our dogs. How could we not? We’ve called dogs our best friends for centuries, and what is more basic to friendship than an emotional connection? A friendship with no emotional component is no friendship at all, it’s a business arrangement (and even those usually have their share of emotional loading attached). Our dogs evoke a veritable sea of emotions in us, and we ride the waves back and forth between love and joy and sadness and anger almost on a daily basis. For centuries, dog lovers have believed that we’re not paddling by ourselves—surely our dogs are out there with us, experiencing emotions similar to our own. Who could watch puppies play, or observe dogs lying motionless for days after losing a good friend, and not believe that our dogs have emotions as we do?

			In contrast to the beliefs of most dog lovers, current beliefs among scientists and philosophers about the emotional life of dogs are all over the map. Some argue that only humans can experience emotions, while others argue that nonhuman animals experience primitive emotions like fear and anger, but not more complicated ones like love and pride. At the other end of the continuum, some say it’s good science to believe that many mammals come with the whole package, being capable of experiencing emotions in ways comparable to the way we experience them.

			The fact is, we don’t know enough yet to be sure exactly what’s going on inside the minds of our dogs. But we know enough to consider the topic thoughtfully, and we know enough to stop and look around at what we do know, what we don’t know, and what we still want to learn. That’s what this book is about. It’s an inquiry into the emotions of dogs and of the people who love them. It is written in the belief that the issue is both gloriously simple and painstakingly complex. On the one hand, of course dogs have emotions. It seems so patently obvious to most of us that we feel foolish at having to say it. As much as any animal on earth, dogs express emotions as purely and clearly as a five-year-old child, and surely that’s part of why we love them so much.

			And yet, once that’s acknowledged, things quickly get more complicated. Emotions are amazingly complex and, as is often the case, the more we know, the more complicated things get. As our knowledge of the brain deepens, we’re starting to understand that emotions are vital parts of our conscious and unconscious lives, integrally involved in our ability to make good (or bad) decisions. While we’ve historically considered rational thought to be superior to our emotions, it turns out that “rational” thought uninformed by emotion can cause us no end of trouble.

			Trouble, the kind between people and dogs, is one of the reasons I’m interested in this topic. I’m a Certified Applied Animal Behaviorist who has worked with dogs with serious behavioral problems for seventeen years. Part of my job is to try to get into the heads of dogs whose behavior is problematic. Most of what motivates people to come to my office involves canine aggression—dogs who snarl when you take them by the collar, who bite the neighbor, or who start fights at the dog park. Other people come because their dogs panic when they leave the house, or leap through the plate-glass window when it thunders.

			All these problems, I will argue, are influenced by emotions—by fear, by happiness, or by anger born of frustration. It’s important for me to know what emotions are involved, not just to help the dog and his owner, but to keep myself safe in a small room with a dog who bites people. Contrary to the belief of some, behaviorists, trainers, and veterinarians don’t come with a shield that protects us from being bitten. I don’t know how many times I’ve heard “Oh, my, usually he would have bitten you by now!” from an owner whose prediction that their dog was going to bite didn’t result in any preventative steps on their part. But those of us who work with aggressive dogs usually don’t get bitten, because we’ve learned to read dogs and can make guesses about their emotions and motivations. Those guesses help us predict what a dog is about to do next, and how to respond, like a good dance partner, in a way that helps us both.

			Of course, observing that a dog looks fearful doesn’t mean we understand how much of her experience of fear is like our own. But professionally, it matters that the outside of a dog can tell me something about the inside of a dog. That allows me to design a treatment plan that takes the personality of the dog into account, rather than provide a cookie-cutter approach straight out of a textbook. And even if it weren’t useful, the fact of the matter is, I simply want to know what it’s like to be a dog. As Jeffrey Moussaieff Masson said in Dogs Never Lie About Love, “I know them as well as I know my closest friend, and yet I have no idea who they are.” What an exquisite paradox. It sends shivers up my spine.

			I want to know more about what dogs are feeling, and how those feelings compare with mine. I want to know because I was trained as a scientist and am driven by the druglike excitement of discovery. I want to know because I think it’s important for our species to understand where we fit in with the rest of life. In addition, so much suffering—in both species—could be prevented if we had a better understanding of the emotional lives of our dogs. But most of all, I want to know because of my own dogs. My dogs are as important to me as my human friends. They are my buddies, my family, my co-workers, my therapists, and, like all good friends, occasionally thorns in my side. I want to know more about who they are, and what they are feeling—partly from a desire to give them the best life I can, and partly from a desire to deepen our friendship.

			I have three dogs now. Three dogs and a gravestone in the pasture for my soul-mate dog, Cool Hand Luke, who died recently and still seems as much a part of the farm as I am. His daughter, twelve-year-old Lassie, is always at my side—a hardworking Border Collie who works the sheep, helps with dog-dog aggression cases, and joins me in public appearances. Lassie is buttery soft, as responsive as a race car, and, I think, worried much of the time.

			Fifteen-year-old Pip is also a Border Collie, but she’s the one who didn’t read the book about how Border Collies are supposed to behave. Quiet and docile even as a puppy, Pip wags her tail to stubborn sheep and runs in terror if an ewe so much as turns and looks at her. Pip was always the quiet one, the nanny dog, the dog you could count on to stay at home and take care of the kids while the rest of you went out to a play A spirit guide to fearfully aggressive dogs, Pippy loved other dogs and men with equal devotion, and I’ve always wondered whether, if she had the choice of families, she would’ve chosen a home with a quiet, single man. Pip looks like a Border Collie crossed with a Labrador, complete with the sweet, goofy expression typical of retrievers on the outside, and a mind like a steel trap on the inside. Pip can learn a new trick in a session or two, while it takes Lassie days or weeks to figure it out. At fifteen, Pip is old now; she can’t hear very well and she follows me everywhere, breaking my heart when she stands watching out the window as I drive away on business trips.

			And then there’s Tulip, my eleven-year-old Great Pyrenees, the poster child for dogs as emotional beings. She radiates joy like the sun shining on a winter’s day. Tulip is a huge, fluffy, leap-spinning playground unto herself and I love her so much I can feel it in my chest just writing about it.

			And that is what it’s all about, isn’t it? Our connection with dogs is based on emotion—on the joy they give us, the love we feel for them and from them. If we’re honest, it also includes the anger and hurt we experience when we feel betrayed by them, and the fear they engender when they flash their teeth or bite our faces. Dogs evoke emotions in us as if wringing water out of a sponge, and so discussions about whether they have emotions themselves seem like arguments about whether there’s a sun in the sky. But for all the love that we have for dogs, for all the joy and the tears, we have a lot to learn about our own emotions around them, and their emotional responses to us.

			Love, as any partner or parent can tell you, isn’t the same as understanding. Like the woman who loved her Border Collie as much as she confused her, we all can profit from learning more about emotions in both species. Some people who love their dogs are oblivious to blatant expressions of emotion on the dogs’ faces (just ask any dog trainer). Others, not very good at controlling their own emotions around dogs, cause, at best, confusion; at worst, terrible suffering. Many dog owners don’t know that dogs, like kids, need to learn to control their own emotions. I’ve seen countless dogs who bit someone out of what I think was frustration, lashing out in an emotional outburst that could have been prevented if they’d learned what all individuals who live with others need to learn: that patience is a virtue.

			Many emotions support or undermine our relationships with dogs, but fear stands alone as the single most common cause of serious behavior problems in dogs. Dogs destroy the house because they’re afraid of being alone, or tremble in the closet because they’re thunder phobic, or cower when the neighbor kids come over to play—and end up lashing out when the children trap them in the corner. Many people don’t realize how often dog bites are motivated by fear, or how yelling at them only increases their fear, making them more likely to bite again.

			My hope is that this book, besides being intellectually interesting, will prevent some of those bites, and decrease some of the suffering that occurs when individuals love each other without the understanding necessary to keep the relationship healthy. For the Love of a Dog is a combination of stories, science, and practical advice about how understanding emotions in both people and dogs can improve your relationship with your dog. It’s not a dog training book, but it’s full of information that can help your dog be better behaved, and help you to be a better handler. It doesn’t begin to discuss everything we know about the biology of emotions—that book would be too heavy to pick up. I’ve focused on the emotions I think are most relevant in dog-human relationships: fear, anger, joy, and joy’s cousin, love. My goal is to be both interesting and helpful to those of us who are, quite simply, crazy in love with our dogs. I wrote this book as much for dogs as I did for us, in the hopes it will, albeit indirectly, help dogs to better understand us—surely the world’s most confusing species.

		

		
			1 The abbreviation fMRI stands for “functional magnetic resonance imaging.” This procedure allows you to follow the flow of blood in the brain, and thus determine which areas of it are active at any given time.
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EMOTIONS


		An explanation of emotions,
and why they are so controversial in animals

		At first, all I saw was a white blur out of the corner of my eye. It was a long way away, maybe five hundred yards, and initially I wasn’t sure what it was. Most of my focus was on my Border Collie Luke, who was running his fastest about two hundred yards away. I’d sent him on a long outrun toward a flock of sheep during a “fun day,” when herding enthusiasts get together and revel in dogs and sheep and the sloppy kisses of young puppies.

		Many people there that day were serious competitors in herding dog trials, and were grateful for the opportunity to hone their skills away from home. Luke and I, however, were there just for the pure joy of it. We loved working together, Luke and I, finessing sheep gently and quietly across the countryside. A classic workaholic, Luke loved working sheep so much he had no interest in food, tennis balls, or even bitches in heat when there was a job to do. For me, watching my trustworthy black-and-white dog doing a perfect outrun on an emerald-green hill made my heart get bigger and my soul feel full. That’s how I was feeling that morning as I watched my good old dog run perfectly and reliably toward the woolies on the far hill.

		But all my feelings changed as I realized that the white blur running toward Luke was a hundred-and-twenty-pound working Great Pyrenees who had escaped temporary confinement and was barreling down on Luke to protect his flock. We were on a large, isolated farm with several dispersed flocks of sheep—a smorgasbord to the coyotes and stray dogs that commonly roam the countryside. Many of us in southern Wisconsin need working guard dogs to keep our flocks safe, and this farm had two of them. Unlike my guard dog Tulip, who now protects the farm from the living room couch, these dogs lived exclusively with the flock, and were serious to the bone about killing anything that threatened their sheep.1

		As I watched the guard dog run toward Luke, my feelings of joyful fulfillment were transformed into abject terror. The thought that I was about to watch my dog being attacked and possibly killed overwhelmed me. I love Luke so much it almost hurts.2 In Dog Is My Co-pilot, in an essay about why we love dogs so much, I said about Luke: “And I still love him so deeply and completely that I imagine his death to be as if all the oxygen in the air disappeared, and I was left to try to survive without it.”

		Horrified at what I thought was about to happen, I screamed, “The guard dog is out, the guard dog is out!” Stating the obvious wasn’t going to solve the problem, but it seemed to be all I could do. For the longest second imaginable, my mind was a black hole, as if my emotions had sucked away the rational part of my brain and left a cavernous skull full of nothing but fear. I can remember that terror now, and can visualize the scene as if in a photograph: emerald-green pasture, black-and-white Luke in full stride just where he ought to be, and a white bullet of doom streaking across the grass toward him.

		But what of Luke? What went through his mind as he dashed through the grass with a canine hitman running toward him? Was he as scared as I was? And if he was, how much did his version of being scared resemble mine?

		Luke and I were best friends, just as many dogs and humans are best friends all over the world. As friends do, we shared long cool walks in shady forests, tasty dinners of roast chicken or lamb, and long sleepy cuddles on the couch in the depth of winter. We shared hard times loading wild-eyed market lambs on to the truck, getting lost on back highways late at night while traveling, and making mistakes while working sheep that cost us valuable time, energy, and on occasion, a blue ribbon at a herding dog trial. We played together, worked together, comforted each other, and had an occasional spat. In many ways, our lives were bound together as tightly as the lives of two human best friends.

		But all those experiences don’t say much about how we experienced the world inside our heads. We may have shared external experiences like walks in the woods and napping on the couch, but what of our internal experience? How much of that did we share? I’ve said that sometimes Luke lost his temper with me—but how could I know that? Without language as a bridge, how can any of us really know what goes on inside the heads of our dogs?

		In one sense, we can’t. We can’t ever know what it is like to be a dog; some argue we shouldn’t even try. But many of us try to understand the mental lives of our dogs every day, and we’re not going to give up just because the task is difficult. One of my earliest childhood memories is of lying on the living room floor wondering what was going on in the mind of my dog, Fudge. I wanted to know what she was thinking, what she was feeling. Even at the age of five or six I wondered, What is life like inside her soft, furry little head? Is she happy? Is she sad?

		These are reasonable questions for any dog lover to ask. Our emotional connection to our dogs is the fundamental glue that binds us to them, and it’s natural to want to know more about their emotional connections to us. We can’t have long intellectual discussions with our dogs as we do with our human friends; perhaps that’s part of the attraction. Our intelligence and ability to use language can make our human relationships pretty complicated, as any marriage and family therapist can tell you. Our relationships with dogs are simpler in many ways than our relationships with people, but simplicity doesn’t necessarily make something less important. E = mc2 is simple, but it’s an equation of great value. Perhaps our emotional connection to dogs is similar: pure, primal, and as basic as oxygen and water.

		I don’t remember whether I ran forward or stood frozen in fear during that endless second when Luke was in danger, but it was only a moment or two before a woman behind me calmly said, “Down your dog.” I will forever be grateful to her, because this was perfect advice. A working guard dog is unlikely to be aggressive to a dog who lies down and stays still when approached, rather than running at the sheep like a hungry wolf. “Lie down!” I bellowed, and two hundred yards away, Luke hit the dirt like a Marine on maneuvers.

		If Luke had been a much younger dog, he might have kept running. Asking a dog to stop on his outrun goes against his nature, and although an experienced trial-ready dog should be able to do it, it’s an advanced skill that takes some serious teamwork to achieve.

		Luke’s age and training might have saved his life, because he dropped to the ground at my first request. Just in time: the guard dog got to him within seconds. “Stay there,” I said in a low, steady voice, finally coming to my senses enough to be able to function. Luke stayed motionless, glued to the hillside, while the Pyrenees sniffed him from head to toe. (Well, really it was from rear end to muzzle, but you know what I mean.)

		Although I was still terrified about what might happen to Luke, my brain was working again, and I was able to remember that my own guard dog insisted on inspecting any visiting dog from tail to collar. Tulip has been aggressive toward a visiting dog only once—when it ran away from her instead of standing still for scrutiny. I’m reminded of airport security guards, who are benevolent if we accept their inspections, but who react instantly to anyone who resists. Tulip behaves in a similar way, and once she’s cleared canine travelers of harboring some doggy equivalent of sharp objects, she ignores them or invites them to play. That’s exactly what happened that morning at the fun day. After a round of intense sniffing, the dog trotted off to check in with his flock. Soon his owner came and put him away, and Luke was able to complete his outrun and ease the sheep down the hill to me.

		We had a great time working the flock after the interlude with the guard dog, and drove home tired from our day outside in the fresh air. Later I told a client about what had happened, and she suggested that Luke had probably been traumatized by it. “Look at poor old Brandy here [the dog lying at her feet, in my office for a serious case of dog-dog aggression]. He’s never gotten over being attacked by that Black Lab at the dog park. You can see it right now in his eyes.”

		It was hard to see Brandy’s eyes, covered as they were by champagne-colored bangs, but what I could see looked pretty much like the eyes of a dog happily chewing on the bone I’d provided. I’m not saying Brandy couldn’t have been traumatized at the dog park. (We’ll talk later about how traumatic events can affect the behavior of a dog years after their occurrence, just as they can in humans.) But if I had to make my own guess about what internal state Brandy’s eyes were expressing in my office, it would have been contentment, not trauma.

		WHAT ARE EMOTIONS, ANYWAY?

		It’s not surprising that people don’t always agree with others about what emotion their dog is feeling. Emotions are complicated things, and it’s worth taking a fresh look at them before we try to expand our understanding of our dogs’ emotional lives.

		Emotions may be primitive and primal, but that doesn’t mean they are easy to understand. Now that we’re finally getting around to studying them, emotions are turning out to be amazingly interesting and complicated biological processes. Most scientists agree that mammals such as dogs are capable of basic emotions like fear, anger, and happiness, but they don’t agree on how they actually experience them. Surely, on the one hand it’s a simple issue—if Luke saw an aggressive dog running toward him, why wouldn’t he be fearful in much the same way that I was?

		Ah, but on the other hand being scared is an emotional experience driven by the brain, and the only simple thing about the brain is the fact that we still haven’t begun to comprehend it. No wonder: there are about a hundred billion neurons in the human brain, all linked together by ten trillion connections. Because of this level of complexity, our understanding of the biology of emotions is primitive at best. This makes it especially challenging to compare emotions in people and dogs, but the last few decades of research have taught us so much about the biology of emotions that it’s more than reasonable to try. A good place to start is an examination of what we know about our own emotions.

		Surely we all know what we’re talking about when we’re discussing emotions, but what would you say if someone asked you to define them? Beyond the labels we give them—fear, anger, joy—what exactly are emotions, and how are they created inside you? If you struggle with a precise definition, don’t feel bad: you’re not alone.3 According to Antonio Damasio, an internationally acclaimed expert on emotion and the brain, our feelings are the least understood of all mental phenomena. They are also the most ubiquitous and probably the most ancient, so it’s surprising that we’ve only recently attempted to sort them out. It took scientists like Damasio to dismiss the arguments of early behaviorists that we shouldn’t attempt to understand emotions because, as subjective internal processes, they were “beyond the bounds of science.” It turns out that’s not even close to true; Damasio and others have proven that the biology of emotion is as accessible as the biology of hearing, vision, or memory.

		This doesn’t mean that research on emotions is easy. Emotions are slippery things, in some ways as hard to separate from our bodies and minds as it is to separate egg yolks from egg whites once you’ve mixed them together. As the neurologist John Ratey says: “Emotion is messy, complicated, primitive, and undefined because it’s all over the place.” You can’t sit back and examine your own emotions as if in a petri dish, because they come along with you. We do know that emotions— like joy, fear, and anger affect the mind and body in predictable ways. An emotion like fear includes physiological changes in your body (your heart starts pounding when you see your dog running toward the road), visible changes in expression (you freeze in place, your pupils dilate, your eyes widen), conscious thoughts (“Oh no! There’s a car coming!”), and feelings (your conscious experience of fear and panic). Thus, every emotion includes (1) changes in the body; (2) changes in expression; and (3) the feelings and thoughts that go along with them.

		What we’re not sure about is what comes first. Are you conscious of fear because your heart is racing and your eyes widen, or does your heart pound after your mind tells you your dog may be killed by a car? It seems reasonable to most of us that our bodies must be reacting to our thoughts—we see a car bearing down on our dog, we know enough about physics to know this is not a fair fight, so our bodies react with the feeling of fear. But research has shown that much of what we experience actually flows in the other direction. Often, it’s the changes in your body that create the thoughts in your mind.

		We’ve long known that you can stimulate different areas of the brain with a mild electrical current to evoke feelings of fear, sadness, or amusement. What’s most remarkable about those cases is that the research subject, wide awake and in no pain, always comes up with an intellectual explanation for his or her feelings after the emotion is elicited. In my favorite case, a woman reliably burst into peals of laughter every time one area of her brain was stimulated. When the attending neurologists asked her what was so funny, she said: “You guys are just so funny…standing around!” Apparently needing to explain her amusement, her brain turned a circle of serious researchers into a knee-slapping vaudeville act.

		You can even create emotions by moving parts of your body into different positions. You’ve no doubt read about experiments in which people were asked to raise or lower the corners of their mouths, and later asked how they were feeling. Just as our moms told us to put a smile on our face to cheer up, the people whose mouths moved into a smile felt better, while the frowners felt worse than when they came in. You can try it right now: hold a pencil in your back teeth for a few seconds and notice how you feel (besides silly). Most people report a mild boost in mood, because your mouth has to move as if it was smiling to hold the pencil. Now take the pencil out, drop your shoulders, droop your head, and slump down as if the air had come out of you. Feeling chipper? Probably not.

		There’s a long list of surprising ways you can influence your emotions by changing what you’re doing with your body. One researcher noted that people in love tend to gaze into each other’s eyes for prolonged periods of time. Wondering whether the process could work in reverse, she asked strangers to do the same for two minutes. After that amount of mutually agreed-upon eye contact, the people in the study reported feelings of attachment and attraction to the other person. (Of course, this long period of eye contact was by mutual consent, and had nothing to do with a stranger walking up unannounced and staring straight into your eyes. That would probably elicit the opposite of attraction. If the stranger was a dog, it might even get you bitten, so please don’t go experimenting with a nonconsenting partner of any species.)

		You never know where and when these postural changes might affect your mood. The famous jazz singer Ella Fitzgerald reported that one year she had become so tired she couldn’t get out of bed in the morning. She went to several doctors until finally one asked her what she did during the day. As she thought through her day, she realized she was singing her hit song “I’m So Tired” over and over again, changing her posture each time to match the emotion she was expressing. The doctor prescribed eliminating the song from her repertoire, and Ella recovered in days.

		As we all know now, our emotions can also be affected by our internal physiology. This was not Nobel Prize-winning news to women with premenstrual syndrome, but an understanding of the impact of physiology on emotion is relatively new. Decades ago—before PMS was acknowledged—my best girl friend and I wondered why we could be blissfully happy one day, but, with no discernible changes in circumstance, be depressed and irritable the next. Eventually we noticed a pattern and figured out on our own that the mood changes correlated with our menstrual cycle. Right around that time, a physician in England began arguing that hormonal changes could radically affect mood and, in extreme cases, could lead to suicide or institutionalization.

		Now that we have a much better understanding of neurochemistry, it’s universally accepted that the body’s chemistry affects our emotions. As I write, millions of people are taking SSRIs (selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors) to improve their mood by changing the ratio of neurohormones in their brains. An acknowledged side effect of being on a heart-lung machine is the onset of depression in patients who have never experienced it before. No one knows why, but it probably has something to do with a change in internal physiology created by the heart-lung machine itself. Three decades after my conversations with a friend, women with PMS are now taken seriously by the same doctors who used to do little more than pat them on the head.

		Of course, in addition to the powerful effect of the chemistry within our bodies, we all know that external events drive our emotions on a daily basis. A perfectly good mood can be soured by stop-and-go traffic. The impending death of a beloved dog is heartbreaking, because we intellectually understand what that death will mean to us. Once those thoughts arise (and in some cases, even before we’re conscious of them), our bodies respond with the cascade of changes that define our different emotions. It seems reasonable to believe that something similar occurs in our dogs as well. Pick up the leash, and your dog radiates with excitement; tell him that he can’t come with you this time, and watch his body slump and his face droop, just as yours does when you’ve been disappointed.

		EMOTIONS AS PRIMITIVE LINKS
BETWEEN BRAIN AND BODY

		In spite of the “Which came first, the chicken or the egg?” controversy about emotions, neurobiologists agree that the primary function of emotions is to keep the brain in touch with the rest of the body. Emotions are a kind of bridge between the “thinking” part of the brain and the rest of the body, acting to keep the organism moving toward its ideal state. Emotions allow each of us, from an award-winning neurobiologist to a hungry bloodhound, to respond to the world in ways that allow us to keep growing.

		Before the invention of things like caramel corn and Krispy Kremes, what made us feel good was good for us. That’s still true of animals who live in an environment with limited resources, in which they don’t have the opportunities that we do to pig out on too much of a good thing. This general rule works just as well in reverse: in the wild, what feels bad probably isn’t good for you, so you should avoid it. One of the first things you learn when you study animal behavior is that animals move toward pleasure and comfort, and away from pain and discomfort. Emotions are the mechanisms that allow animals to do that; they are the Geiger counter of the body that informs the brain what to do next. Did your eyes spot a predator behind the bush? Then it’s good when your heart starts to race and more blood pumps to your muscles and your brain tells you to get ready to run. Feel warm and cozy and content? Then you’re probably in an environment that is safe and healthy for you.

		Emotions are profoundly basic things, seen in a myriad of species in their physiological reactions, their expressions, their brains, and their neurochemistry That’s one of the many reasons why it’s illogical to claim that animals like dogs don’t have emotions, even though some people still make that argument. If something happened right now to terrify you and your dog, his posture and expression would be a close replica of your own. This isn’t new knowledge—in 1872, Charles Darwin published The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, in which he doesn’t hesitate to illustrate the posture of a “terrified” cat or a “humble” and affectionate dog. In the book, Darwin emphasizes that basic emotions like fear and disgust have the same outward physical expression in many species. Well over a hundred years old, the book is used in every class worth its salt on evolution or behavior.

		Now that we’re able to look beyond changes in behavior and go deep inside a functioning brain, we’ve found that we share a lot more than just outward expressions with other animals. In his book Affective Neuroscience, Jaak Panksepp argues that mammals have the same basic emotion-related structures and the same emotion-related physiology as we do. The area of the brain that mediates emotion is called the limbic system, and it’s so basic to the brains of both you and your dog that it’s often called the mammalian brain.

		The limbic system nestles deep in the middle of your brain, tucked between the truly primitive areas that keep your head up and your lungs working, and the wrinkly, newer areas of the cerebral cortex, which integrates information and makes decisions. In both you and your dog, it includes three vital little structures called the amygdala, the hypothalamus, and the hippocampus. The amygdala attaches emotional significance to the information coming into the brain, and has been called the command center of the emotions of surprise, rage, and fear. As we learn more about the complexity of the brain, we’ve learned that this is a vast oversimplification, but then, just about everything we’ve learned about the brain fits into that category. (The brain is so complicated that it’s almost impossible to talk about it without oversimplifying something, so bear with me.) Suffice it to say that your amygdala is a crucial player in your emotional experience and your dog’s amygdala a crucial player in his. The amygdala is not only important
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