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				One

				Entering the World of Dog

				Stella’s world is in turmoil—not that you’d know it by looking at her. She’s on her spot on the rug, looking at me, waiting for the next thing, as usual. A couple of milk bones that I gave her earlier are arrayed in front of her. She took them somewhat reluctantly, knowing I had steak in the refrigerator—sometimes she refuses such offerings altogether, turning her head away in what I imagine is disdain.

				All seems placid, a dog on a rug, but beneath this tranquil scene, large forces are at work, and Stella, I’ve been learning, is at the center of them. The very definition of who she is, what goes on in her head, how she should be treated, and what rights she might deserve have all been shifting rapidly. Today the dog world is in the throes of political and ideological convulsions of a kind not seen since Victorian times, when the dog as we know it was invented. Put simply, the dog is now in the process of being reimagined.

				I wasn’t aware of any of this when she arrived in our home. Stella was, to begin with, just a dog—although in many quarters these days, “just a dog” are fighting words. She came into my life for the usual reasons. My wife, Angela, and I had an acute sense of time passing. Our son, Charlie, was about to turn ten, hurtling toward teenage-hood and then God knew where. We’d had a dog when he was born, a West Highland terrier named Scout, a proud, ridiculous creature who’d tried not to let on just how upset he was when this squalling interloper and rival for our affections arrived. But Scout was old—thirteen at that point—and was dead before Charlie’s first birthday. If Charlie was ever to have a childhood dog, it was now or never.

				The dog we planned to get was, like most things we wanted for him, as much for us. We wanted another family member, someone to fill out the cast, a supporting actress. And while our son would one day inevitably spin out of our little nucleus, we could count on the dog to stay. After dropping Charlie off at college, our dog would, in all likelihood, come back in the station wagon with us—a reassuring thought. It was all pretty simple.

				A purebred dog was never really part of our concept—it seemed an anachronism, a bit stuffy. There were plenty of dogs that needed homes, and we’d osmotically learned that pet store animals might be products of puppy mills—not institutions that we wanted to support. And so on an unseasonably hot Friday afternoon in September, the week of Charlie’s tenth birthday, Angela and Charlie and I drove out to the North Shore Animal League in Port Washington. We’d heard that North Shore, unlike some of the other shelters in the area, always had adoptable puppies. We’d seen their trucks in Union Square, menageries of dog whimsy with pits and basset crosses and all manner of mongrels, waiting for somebody to change their lives.

				There’s a cheerful seriousness in a place like North Shore, a whiff of destiny: lives are being determined. Adopting a pet is a big step, a family ritual, an obligation entered into joyfully but not lightly. As we pulled into the parking lot, we saw a boy of about seven crying as his mother tried to explain why the family wouldn’t be getting a dog that day—there was just too much going on in their lives, and they weren’t ready for the added responsibility. But we were ready. Or at least, there didn’t seem to be any prospect of our getting more ready. Now was the time.

				North Shore is a fantastic place to get a dog. This is by design. At a great shelter, the adopters’ emotions are carefully managed. You feel the dog’s need for companionship, without that feeling ever spilling over into guilt if you go home empty-handed. The trick is to make you want to save these dogs without it seeming like a burden.

				To get to the inner sanctum where the puppies are kept, you have to pass by the pens of the older dogs, a cheerful cell block arranged around an interior courtyard where prospective adopters can take an animal they want to get to know better. The concrete floors are warmed in front, so the dogs will nap where the people can see them, not cower in a back corner. But most don’t nap. They beseech you, pressing their noses through the chain links, trying to make a connection or barking exuberantly. You know you could change one of these dogs’ lives, take it away from its caged existence—but which one of the pits and Lab mixes and shepherds, each fixing you with eyes that seem designed to connect with you, to force you to fall in love, will you choose? It’s a big decision, because by making it, you’re leaving the rest of them to their lives in this place, loud and crowded but a bit lonely, waiting to be selected.

				We’d thought for a while about getting an adult dog, imagining the satisfaction of doing a noble thing, the gratitude we’d reap. But a puppy—what a joy! As a friend said, getting an adult dog would be like sex without the orgasm. A puppy would be ours, loving us above others, imprinted with our ways. I steeled myself, swallowing the guilt, and kept moving. Back in the inner sanctum, volunteers bustled about in blue scrubs as a few families evaluated their options amid a cacophony of puppyish barks. There was a wall of puppy condos, cages stacked three high, floored with newspaper. The dominant smell was cleaning products, with farmyard undertones, not at all unpleasant, though you got the sense that maintaining the place was a big job. Some of the cages’ occupants napped, especially the younger ones, but more of them were fully engaged, pressing against the bars, looking for contact, yipping eagerly.

				And there she was, big-pawed and a little slow moving compared with some of the other dogs, peering out at us from her cage, her head slowly bobbing and craning like a little black brontosaurus. She had a glossy, jet-black coat and big, brown, expressive eyes. A beautiful dog. Hard to resist, even if she seemed a bit under the weather. The paper on her cage said Lab mix, twelve weeks old. She was at that point just a number: puppy T68782, from Tennessee, a fact that I wondered about for a minute—how had she wound up here?

				There was a male puppy in the cage next to her—a winning, shaggy black and white animal that I thought might have had some border collie in his ancestry—loudly and energetically seeking our attention. He’d be a handful—in a good way, I thought. Stella’s charms were subtler. She seemed self-possessed, happy for attention but not demanding it. I imagined, with no evidence whatsoever, that she would be sensible—the Labrador as a kind of nanny, a helpmate for the adults, the dog of my childhood.

				We milled around, poking our fingers into other cages, trying to imagine a bond, making ourselves fall in love, the common activity in the puppy rooms at North Shore. We’re not exactly believers in love at first sight, though retroactively it’s a story one might like to tell. I’d grown up with a Lab, but truthfully, I hadn’t thought we’d end up with one this time. Then another couple came in and eyed her, then began whispering in the corner. They might have been talking about the weather, and not the new apple of our eye, but we couldn’t take a chance. The loud little border collie would have to keep waiting—Stella would be ours. We filled out the paperwork and waited as the volunteers called our references. They take these checks seriously; they want to make it seem as much as possible like an adoption, not a purchase—a life you’re taking responsibility for.

				Back at a house we were renting on the North Fork of Long Island, we set her loose on the lawn. She took a few wobbly steps and then lay down, a position she spent quite a bit of time in over the next month. She had a bad case of kennel cough; any shelter or kennel, even the cleanest and best run, is not the healthiest environment for a dog. But after a while she was on the full puppy program, for good and ill—chasing butterflies, snatching gloves from passersby, and chewing up shoes and furniture, which was annoying, but it was what we’d signed up for. In the first weeks, that was about as far as my dog horizons extended—but they quickly expanded.

				Stella was going to be a New York City dog, and in this she would be joining a large and growing population. Our downtown street is a nonstop dog parade, part of the urban scenery, along with New York University students and hipsters and the men at the garage on the corner and the guy in the grungy gray coat and taped-up sneakers who shouts “Zirzu!” at the traffic passing on Bowery with an emphatic, not-unhappy certainty.

				In the dog parade were dogs from all walks of life: a pair of glossy brown-and-gray Great Danes as big as ponies; a gorgeous orange chow, as cheerful a dog as you could find despite the fact that she had three legs, always accompanied by a little Maltese wingman; and a thirteen-year-old shepherd mix who made her circuit with an impossibly dignified slowness, still sniffing at all her favorite spots. On the next street over, in front of the most glamorous building in the neighborhood, we sometimes ran into a pair of yellow Labs that spent weekends at their owners’ spread in Montana, then returned to the city for their workweek—a dog’s life. Some dogs were walked with orange smocks that read “Adopt Me.” There were plenty of pits, some from a little dog-rescue place on Fourth Street, others from Alphabet City to the east, where the pit could serve as the neighborhood emblem, much as the bulldog does for England. And there were a good number of dogs that looked a lot like Stella, Lab mixes, many a little whippier than Labs, with white blazes on their chests and white toes.

				It was not my imagination that the parade was getting ever more crowded. Something has been happening with dogs in the last couple of decades. New York, along with just about every other city in the Western world, is overrun with them. There were some 77 million dogs in the United States in 2010, compared with about 53 million in 1996. Pet food and products were a $38 billion industry in 2010. At the Greenmarket one afternoon, I bought some lamb chops from a woman who told me wonderful stories about the intelligence of her border collies, their foresight and uncanny responsiveness. These were qualities I wanted to believe my own dog possessed, if only I’d take the time to develop them—but I couldn’t see how Stella would use such qualities in her mostly urban world, even if she had them, which I sometimes questioned.

				But the numbers tell only part of the evolving story. Dogs have been moving into households in ever more intimate arrangements. Close to a hundred percent of dog owners talk to their dogs (and the few who say they don’t must be lying). Eighty-one percent view their dogs as family members, according to one study. And many of these family members, I began to notice, were sleeping right in the bed, a privilege Stella didn’t get and, at any rate, didn’t seem to want—she prefers a floor-based lifestyle. But she gets plenty of human privileges, starting with her diet, which features leftovers—sometimes, I’m sorry to say, straight from the table. A shockingly high number of people say that in certain life-threatening situations they would save their pet before they would save a fellow human. I hope I know what I’d do if facing that choice, but I’m glad I’m not likely to be put to the test.

				Because, immediately, Stella was a family member. We couldn’t deny it. All of us spent a lot of time walking her, talking to her, analyzing and reanalyzing her quirks, her combustible mix of fear and excitement in the dog run, her dislike of the car, her abject terror of thunder, her varied and exuberant vocabulary. We worried about how she would spend the weekend if we weren’t with her. We imagined what her concerns might be and tried to accommodate them.

				Stella is an elegant creature, with a high-gloss black coat and the runway model’s trick of looking simultaneously gorgeous and ridiculous. She’s mostly a Labrador retriever—certainly in her goofball ways—but her splotchy purple tongue, curling scimitar tail, and brownish undercoat suggest chow blood, and sometimes I think there’s a hint of pit bull in her muscular, slightly bulging cheeks. She’s a Lab, definitely, but she’s also a mutt, although that word, with its whiff of contempt for the mixing of breeds, is used much less than it once was. 

				I don’t think of Stella as a person in any conscious way. Yet I treat her as if she were a very unusual toddler. I endeavor to fill in the cartoon thought bubble over her head as well as I can. Sometimes the message is fairly clear: Want chicken! If she wants a run, she stands in front of me, ears slightly cocked, and fixes me with a hard stare, not angry but very definite. If the delay is too long—sometimes an hour, sometimes five minutes—she unfurls an ululating whine, all o’s and u’s, the meaning of which is unmistakable: Why won’t you take me? That’s one of her communicative vocalizations: she also has a splendid baritone bark, used in spirited play; a yip of fear; a low, long growl that she sometimes employs while begging; and another sort of ululation, a delightful half bark, half growl of several syllables that she usually uses to signal her presence to certain neighborhood friends—the firemen next door, or the guy at the dry cleaner who always has a biscuit.

				Stella seems to get most of her big ideas across (although who knows what’s really going on in there), but the closed captioning doesn’t really work very well. Is she depressed? Angry at us for taking her back from the country? Jealous that our cats get to climb on the furniture? She stares at me, waiting for me to figure it out. Making sense of it all is my job. The relationship inevitably involves imagination.

				There is plenty of found comedy in the cognitive dissonance of treating Stella as if she were a human; it’s a sitcom we’re constantly in the process of rewriting. But the laughter is of the slightly uncomfortable variety, because underneath, we mean it—we treat her as a person, as part of our human group in some ways and as a dog in others. But the boundaries of these categories are unclear and constantly shifting. Over time I came to think that what once seemed a mistake—Your dog is not a human being!—was actually a mystery, giving rise to a series of cascading questions that were never far from my thoughts: Who, or what, is she? What goes on in her head? And what’s going on in my head that I can’t help but treat her as something she clearly isn’t?

				As I began to investigate these questions, I learned that a dog’s honorary personhood was a kind of battleground, and not just in my head. The fact that the dog is a dog and not a person but is treated like a person is a recipe for misunderstanding, miscommunication, and interspecies neurotic interchange. With Stella’s arrival, I started to pay attention to the vast people-are-from-Mars, dogs-are-from-Venus industry, trainers and books and TV shows devoted to addressing this issue, all with different prescriptions but trying to bridge the same gap. The dominant mode of dog literature these days is not about dog training, necessarily, but about how to better understand your dog.

				An even bigger industry is trying to confuse the issue, because what’s partly considered a person gets a better—and more expensive—brand of dog food than one that isn’t. Beneful, that doggie junk food, even has an ad directed specifically at dogs, using insidious dog-whistle-type sounds to attract your dog’s attention. In New York, there are dog bakeries, haberdashers, and luxury kennels, everything that the marketing mind can dream up—a vast and ever-growing junkyard full of kitsch, with names (Paw-tisserie, etc.) that are more annoying than the products themselves, if that’s even possible. I don’t think there’s anything wrong with buying your dog all this stuff—it’s nothing direr than a game of dress-up—but it’s probably prudent to ask who you’re buying it for. Your dog doesn’t care if it’s wearing a funny hat or traveling in a sequined dog purse—no one loses anything but their dignity. Treating your dog as a person can be a kind of aesthetic error, albeit one that’s becoming ever more common.

				My first impulse was to ignore the kitsch, push all of this away. I thought of the dog’s ubiquity in our culture, and its partial personhood, as another minor sadness of the modern world, something to avoid if we could and to accept if we couldn’t. With Stella, there would be no bed sleeping, and no climbing on the furniture. She would get no birthday cakes. And though it pained me to think it, there would be no five-thousand-dollar medical treatments, no doggie hip replacements or chemo or long hospital stays. Stella was a delight—but humans were humans and dogs were dogs. A line had to be drawn.

				But as our life with Stella went on, I began to understand that this large and growing flood of kitsch contained, or concealed, interesting changes in the dog world—it was all part of the same current. I could see the comedy in our unlikely human-animal partnership, but I also began to take her seriously. In this respect, I found I had illustrious company. Charles Darwin was obsessed with dogs, not only for their amazing variety of form, which suggested some mechanism of change—dog breeding was a basic model for his theory of evolution—but also as companions, as family members, with emotions and affiliations and cognitive abilities, however limited—as creatures that were somehow like us. They were at the core of his science, as subject and metaphor and philosopher’s stone. Darwin was, not incidentally, an unabashed dog sentimentalist who thoroughly anthropomorphized his animals—that sentiment too was a large part of his scientific inspiration. 

				But not long after Darwin, science rejected the premise that the dog was in any way humanlike. In an effort to cleanse science of the corrupting influences of sentimentality and anthropomorphism, the dog’s role was drastically limited too; the household and the laboratory became two completely different spheres, ones that seldom touched.

				The fact that the dog is a product of human culture, linked to us in ways that are impossible to tease out, made it even more of a scientific pariah. The dominant way of thinking post-Darwin was that the dog, like the chicken or the cow, had been subject to so much human imaginative intervention that it couldn’t tell us anything about the natural world. Why study something that humans had cobbled together? The sample was compromised, hopelessly polluted by human interference. Trying to separate out what had been engineered from what had evolved was pointless. The wolf, serious and dangerous, howling at the moon, is profound; Stella, begging for treats at the dinner table, is ridiculous, if sweet. What could she tell us? But that attitude, I learned, has been changing very quickly.

				Just in terms of sheer numbers, it had to be observed that the dog had completely outcompeted the wolf, its ancestor. A thousand years ago, and for fifty millennia before that, the wolf was the king predator in most of its range, and its range was most of the world. Now wolves number as few as one hundred thousand, in a range that continues to shrink. The last wolf in the British Isles was killed in Ireland in the eighteenth century. The king predators there are now foxes and badgers, creatures that know more or less how to keep out of our way. In the United States, the last truly native wolf populations in the lower forty-eight are in northern Minnesota and Michigan. But there are, worldwide, some 300 million dogs (as compared to 7 billion people, 1.3 billion cows, and 1.3 billion sheep). Evolutionarily speaking, that’s success.

				And the amazing thing about this success is that dogs—sorry, Stella—aren’t good for much of anything that can be readily measured, in terms of their economic contribution. A very small percentage of them do useful work, and an even smaller percentage currently serve as food, an intermittent fact of canine existence ever since they first entered the human story. But mostly what they do is hang around, whether they are invited into our homes (as is increasingly the case) or lurking around outside, looking for a handout.

				Ordinary folks may praise the intelligence of their dogs to the skies, but scientists long tended to view this attitude as a sentimental superstition, or an illusion that would disappear in the clear light of the laboratory. Edward Thorndike, the turn-of-the-century British psychologist on whose insights behaviorism was founded, set the tone. “The question is not how smart animals are,” he wrote in characteristic killjoy style, “but how dim.”

				Though her intelligence is not the primary reason I love Stella, statements like Thorndike’s sting. I like to joke about my dog’s IQ as much as the next person—she doesn’t take it personally. But believing your dog is an imbecile does tend to spoil the party a little bit. What would it mean to take as a premise in my ordinary activities the notion that my dog is much dimmer than I think she is? Some scientists still say that animal consciousness is little more than a fantasy, that what’s going on in their brains is mostly a matter of rote programming, and that all our everyday anthropomorphisms—Stella is sad, Stella is mad at the cats, Stella wants to go out—are fancy human notions about a much simpler reality. In this view the dog’s honorary personhood is an illusion.

				But there are other ways of thinking about animals. Ever since Jane Goodall, whose love for her dog Rusty largely inspired her to pursue her scientific interests, the pendulum has been swinging back, gradually at first, but lately very quickly. Scientists in the last couple of decades have revisited Darwin’s interest in the dog, armed with a new set of tools. The dog has escaped from the veterinary schools, where it was locked up for decades, and has become a subject of serious investigation at some of the country’s most prestigious universities, such as Duke, Harvard, and Columbia. These studies are conducted not only to figure out why Fido is so mopey or keeps biting the mailman but also to tease out the differences and similarities between dogs’ cognitive and emotional equipment and our own.

				As never before, the fact that the dog’s history over the millennia has been shaped by its relationship with humans is precisely what makes it interesting to scientists—in part because its social nature can mirror our own predilections. Intense debate rages over whether dogs have a primitive moral sense—a sense of fairness, or humanlike feelings like envy. Some scientists are fascinated by dogs’ ability to cooperate with us: to watch our gestures and act accordingly. Learning what makes dogs so comfortable in our households may also tell us something about ourselves. But just as some people think giving a dog a birthday cake is a bit de trop, many scientists still believe that even asking how a dog might be like a human being involves anthropomorphism—the cardinal sin in animal studies for most of the past century.

				•    •    •

				Stella pushed open the door to these worlds, and the farther in I went, the more the questions raised there seemed worthy of real consideration. Indeed, the dog has been central to human imaginings for aeons. Fourteen thousand years ago, and possibly much earlier, people were fascinated by dogs. For prehistoric humans, as for Darwin, as for Jane Goodall, and as for a new generation of scientists, dogs are a kind of mirror species. The dog’s honorary personhood may seem ridiculous, a William Wegman romp. But underneath is something fundamental about both dogs and people. It was Stella who began to show me what this mystery is.

				Stella took me down other paths too, ones that intertwined in complex ways. Several of them have led into the past. As for many a dog owner, for me Stella lives partly in a haze of nostalgia, reminding me of dogs I’ve previously had. Here too it’s obvious that dogs—along with the rest of us—have been undergoing rapid change.

				My first childhood dog was also a Lab, a purebred named, unaccountably, Putzi. She died when I was twelve, and I cried for a day, for her but probably more for myself: the event seemed somehow to demarcate my childhood from my adolescence, evidence that the world wasn’t always going to stay the same. And of course Stella may someday serve a similar, life-marking purpose for Charlie. Dogs measure human eras, stages of our lives.

				The nostalgic feelings that Stella awakened in me were partly of the things-were-better-in-the-old-days kind, a longing for the green fields of my childhood—which actually were pretty green, and for dogs too. Putzi lived in a leashless, fenceless, laissez-faire dog paradise. Never spayed, she had multiple litters of puppies over the course of her life, some of which we marketed with a sign—FREE PUPPIES!—in our front yard. A Norman Rockwell scene, definitely, although Rockwell never painted the whole truth. In those days, dogs chased down cars as if they were so many moose or musk oxen and often died in the attempt. And in 1970, the year Putzi died, some 70 million dogs were euthanized in American shelters—but no one paid too much attention to statistics like these. All this death was simply seen as the cost of their freedom in suburban America. And sick dogs most often simply died on the rug—old Putzi lingered for a couple of days, barely able to move, before she passed. She was old—it was her time. High-tech medicine was reserved for humans.

				That world, for good and ill, hardly exists anymore. In the town where I grew up, dogs almost never run loose on the street. They bark at passersby from behind invisible fences or are power-walked on leashes. I haven’t seen a dog chase a car for decades.

				I had mixed feelings about this change. Sometimes I thought that the dog, in becoming more of a person, had become less of a dog, its freedom much diminished. An urban dog, or a dog always confined by fences and leashes, doesn’t need all its sublime, finely tuned faculties, the speed and agility, the joy of pursuit. These, I imagined, would atrophy. Of course, my notion of the canine past was partly fantasy. And in certain ways, life for dogs now is quite a bit better. The worst part of the good old days was that taking a puppy to the local shelter often amounted to carrying out a death sentence. Now, at least on the East and West coasts, there’s a shortage of adoptable puppies. The number of dogs euthanized in America in 2010 was about one-eighth of what it was in 1970.

				In concert with these changes, the big institutions that have dominated the dog world since the late nineteenth century have also evolved quickly. For the better part of the last century, the prime directive of the ASPCA and its sister organizations was to give unwanted dogs a humane death—and as the statistics attest, they did it very well. But the changing status of the dog, its new honorary personhood, has made this enterprise seem hollow and compromised. In the new world, every dog, even the ugliest, even the meanest, deserves a chance at life. And being humane can’t mean killing.

				This new ideology was everywhere I looked, once I started looking. If you wanted to save the world, the dog was a place to start. Animal rights have a beachhead in the universities but a much bigger presence on the street, where one can, surprisingly frequently, encounter freelance moral philosophers who shape their worldviews around their dogs. One day, outside an East Village used-bike store, a cheerful white-haired woman in a blue windbreaker, seeming to belong behind the wheel of a vintage Volvo, came up to me with a couple of golden retrievers and a fistful of vegan brochures—and delivered a rap about the connections between dogs, pigs, feminism, industrial agriculture, and world peace. Forty thousand people die of starvation every year, she said, yet we’re feeding cows to turn them into McDonald’s hamburgers that make people sick. I could agree with her that this system didn’t make a great deal of sense. Her dogs were vegans, she announced, subsisting on a diet based on rice and lentils with plenty of flaxseed oil. And they’re doing quite well, she told me: she’d just buried a dog who’d lived twenty years, an assertion I wanted to fact check. The woman’s friendly manner allowed me to feel not too much shame when I told her that Stella was a carnivore. If you wanted to preach to the converted, a used-bike store on Third Street between First and Avenue A was a good place to find them.

				For others, saving dogs was an end in itself. The dog-rescue world is full of volunteers and heroes, people who lose sleep and travel huge distances, infiltrating kill shelters to extricate at-risk animals, then finding homes for them or even caring for them themselves. It’s a gargantuan underground railroad. For these activists, dogs are their thing, and they’re doing their part. Helping dogs that have not found their own family is a calling, a contribution to the good of the world.

				But conflict lay just below these heartwarming sentiments. Some people thought that dogs monopolize concerns and money that belong more justly to humans. I occasionally thought that if all the energy dogs monopolized were devoted to, say, teaching math to underprivileged kids, we’d be a nation of engineers in a decade. Some of the most vivid images in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina were of dogs—on roofs, in the water—awaiting rescue or struggling to survive. After the catastrophe, Barack Obama spoke of an “empathy deficit,” but there was no deficit when it came to the animals. An army of animal rescuers descended on the city, going house to house looking for abandoned pets, marking the houses as they searched them in exactly the same way the national guard did when searching for people. The work of these rescuers is legend in the animal-rescue community. But among some locals, their intervention was further proof, if more was needed, that not enough value was placed on the lives and concerns of the area’s human inhabitants. One could be a dog lover and still see that these people had a point.

				As the animal-rescue movement grew it seemed to take the oxygen from the old dog world order. The American Kennel Club (AKC) was founded in 1884, modeled after the British organization the Kennel Club, which had been founded a decade earlier. Its well-worn stories of breed origin seem increasingly quaint and distant from the concerns of modern dog owners. AKC dogs themselves could be problematic—some of them, a long way from their imagined country past, had been refined to the point of freakishness. Critics tried for decades to get the organization to pay attention to the problems of inbreeding. Now, finally, people were paying attention. As more and more dog breeds were found to have heritable diseases, inbreeding had became a humane issue, and the number of people registering their dogs with the AKC, or with the Kennel Club in Britain, had begun to drop. 

				Stella had a paw in each of these worlds. As a Labrador, with its nautical associations, she embodied fantasy ancestors leaping from fishing boats to fetch buoys—not that Stella was useful, but she might be if I gave her the opportunity. But the more I learned about dogs, the more I wondered about their origin stories. Who was Stella, really? What was it, exactly, that had been transported from the past?

				Her Lab heritage was only half her identity—one that, at any rate, the AKC wouldn’t certify. Because really, she was a mutt. And, not incidentally, a “rescue dog,” as the modern vernacular has it—a dog that had been rescued from abuse or neglect and also from euthanasia. And she was a Tennessee dog, a refugee from a red state. The world of my yard sign reading FREE PUPPIES! seemed a long way away. Stella’s arrival in our home initially seemed so uncomplicated—but as I explored, I found that her origins and identity weren’t simple at all.

				My questions about Stella’s origins weren’t just personal ones. The dog’s place in the world, and its personhood, or lack thereof, were something to fight about. People got angry about dogs. Most vividly, they were angry at the American Kennel Club. And a lot of people were angry at the dog shelter regime. The language could be extreme, peppered with words like holocaust and eugenics, as if all the horrors of the twentieth century had somehow converged in the canine world.

				The problems of one dog don’t amount to a hill of beans in this crazy world, but the existence of 70 million dogs inevitably means: politics. The politics were vicarious—it was people who are arguing about dogs and making decisions and judgments about them—but that rendered them, if anything, even more intense. Stella’s arrival on my rug was the arrival of great forces of history. 

				The dog world is aflame with conflict. Breeders battle humane organizations. Pit bulls, the most common dogs in urban animal shelters and also in dog maul statistics, are the subject of a long-running debate and legal struggle as to whether nature or nurture produced their problems. Some people use their dogs to help hunt and kill animals. Others, who keep their dogs vegan, find this the rankest hypocrisy—how can you love one animal and kill another? And no one knows just how dogs will be produced in the future, what the rules will be, and who should be in charge. 

				The fierceness and impacted rage in some of these disputes suggested to me they were about something else, and they are: the politics of dogs are a reflection, distilled and distorted, of the politics of people. They’re surrogates for our own conflicts, being fought by conservatives and radicals of many stripes, all trying desperately to put their own ideological stamp on the future of dog.

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				The Family Dog

				The public world of dogs, with its noisy, swirling politics, was not the core of my experience with Stella. She was, to start with, a family member, Angela’s and my child and Charlie’s sibling, though of a different species. Her personhood, and its consequences, began in our home—and it turned out that the dog’s place in the family—down to the basic chemistry of bonding, friendship, and family emotion—was as intellectually contested as are kill shelters and animal rights.

				The basic ritual by which our family’s relationship with Stella is built and reinforced occurs every time one of us walks through the door. The whole greeting thing is really the best reason to get a dog, as most dog owners know. It’s not that the other members of my household don’t make an effort—Angela’s greeting is most often cheery, while Charlie has a stylized grunt of hello, an elaboration on my own monosyllabism. But for Stella, the opening of the front door is, unfailingly, the occasion for an elaborate family festival. There’s no how-was-your-day competition, no feeling that one’s unburdening is making the other feel burdened. She trots down swiftly from wherever she happened to be resting, head slightly bowed in supplication. If you turn away, she’ll paw the backs of your legs. Sometimes she backs away, as if the charged field of our bond were too intense, but eventually she’ll come over and sit in front of me and put her paw on my arm as I scratch her chest. That lasts for thirty seconds minimum—afterward, she’ll go and greet everyone else, as if they had just come through the door too. Sometimes treats follow, which doesn’t mean she does it for food. The greeting is probably our purest, clearest communication. It’s who she is, and who we are. It’s what makes her family.

				It’s never been a secret that a dog is a nice thing to come home to. What is a bit more surprising, given the paved and fenced and isolated nature of our urban and suburban environments, is the increasing number of dogs we seem to be welcoming into our homes. The dog as family member has become the norm, to a degree that it wasn’t even in the age of Lassie. Stella is part of an enormous canine migration. “We’ve seen a linear explosion in pet populations in Western countries over the past forty years,” James Serpell, a British professor at the University of Pennsylvania, told me. Serpell, who’s the leading scholar of the dog-human relationship, noted a correlation with the depressing statistics in Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone. “People are living more isolated lives, are having fewer children, their marriages aren’t lasting. All these things sort of break down a social network and happen to exactly coincide with the growth in pet populations. What’s happening is simply that we’re allowing animals to fill the gap in our lives.”

				In New York, where people can postpone life choices like getting married indefinitely or ignore them altogether, one can observe these effects on a granular level. And indeed, dogs do fill gaps, help build communities. On the street, Stella multiplies my acquaintanceships—though the names I learn are more often those of the dogs than the owners. Dog owners are a community of the like-minded, the dogs a ready-made reason to stop and talk about something besides the weather. Non-dog-owners find it bizarre, this incessant dog-themed yammering and frequent attempts to include the dog in the conversation. Oh, Stelly, who’s your friend!? Yes, quite dopey, but comfortable too, part of the fabric of the neighborhood.

				Dogs fill other gaps as well. A century and a half ago cities were filled with animals, being driven to market, pulling wagons. Stables—now mostly relegated in Manhattan to the far West Forties, among garages and car washes—were once upon a time on every other street. E. O. Wilson, in his 1984 book Biophilia, argued that people have an inborn need for and fascination with the natural world, a vestige of our need to understand the ancestral environment. We’re riveted by animals; we can’t look away. New York is home to plenty of rats and pigeons and seagulls too, living on our filth. And quite a number of hawks live here, some of which, in their natural grandeur, have become urban celebrities. But mostly we have dogs. From their beginnings, dogs have been a kind of emissary, ambassadors between nature and human culture. Certainly this is true of my New York experience with Stella—as a wolf, she is connected to a world I don’t live in as much as I’d like to.

				That a wolf has arrived on my rug, and now rolls over for a belly scratch, is a frequent subject of wonder. But Stella’s an unusual sort of friend in other ways. For one thing, as Cole Porter would put it, she’s easy to love—much easier than my other friends and family members, wonderful people though they are. My relationship with Stella is simple. Even when I’m disappointed in her, with her occasional inanities, it doesn’t greatly disturb our bond. She doesn’t take much offense if I step on her paw—she’s unflappable. None other than Sigmund Freud pointed out this excellence with his usual boldness, damn the evidence. “Dogs love their friends and bite their enemies,” he wrote, “quite unlike people, who are incapable of pure love and have to mix love and hate.” In a letter to his friend Marie Bonaparte, he elaborated on these emotions: “Affection without any ambivalence, the simplicity of life free from the conflicts of civilization that are so hard to endure, the beauty of existence complete in itself.”

				Well, yes, Doctor. I’m not at all sure that what Stella feels for me qualifies as pure love—plenty else is involved, like her occasional playful anger at the leash, the emblem of my control. Besides which, let’s not forget all the treats. But after all that, I know she loves me, above and beyond.

				There are amazing anecdotes of dogs’ attachment to humans—dogs that go to train stations, or lurk at graveyards long after their masters are deceased. More recently, a video of a dog staying by its wounded comrade in the aftermath of the tsunami went viral. Stella is not going to be one of these hyperloyal dogs, I can safely predict. But what is true is that human relationships with dogs are uncomplicated—there’s less understanding, maybe, but less misunderstanding too, which leads to the purity Freud was pointing to. Because the bandwidth is limited, it’s possible to communicate only the important things.

				Freud, so often chilly about people, could get a little goopy about dogs. He came to his love for them late, when Hitler was consolidating his power in Germany and Freud’s own misanthropy was burgeoning. By that point, he had mouth cancer (besides dogs, his other great love was cigars), and as he retreated inside himself—dealing with the pain of multiple surgeries on his jaw—his dogs became his most trusted companions and even colleagues. He believed in and relied on their insights about people, and they became participants in his practice.

				His later analyses were often attended by one of his handsome, leonine chows, particularly Yofi, a gift from his daughter Anna, who he came to care for so much that Anna thought the dog had replaced her in his affections. Yofi “has a very psychoanalytic mind,” he asserted, telling one patient that when she detected resistance, she would leave the room, and that when it was time for the session to end, she would yawn. And after reprimanding Yofi for licking her genitals, he told another patient it was hard to get her to stop, a difficult problem. “It’s just like analysis,” he said.

				Yofi played perhaps her most famous role in the analysis of the American poet Hilda Doolittle, serving, according to her, as a kind of mediator of the transference and countertransference, an emotional go-between, as well as an inexhaustible subject of analytic grist. Doolittle also wondered whether “the Professor was more interested in Yofi than my story.”

				As usual, Freud was on to something. Yofi’s role as Doolittle described it in that therapeutic setting is one that dogs play in many a family. In our household, Stella is a central figure. She’s a totem of family love and a mediator, allowing feelings to be expressed that might otherwise be kept under wraps. She draws them out and helps them flower. She’s also a safety valve in arguments—it’s hard to maintain a state of white-hot rage at your partner when the dog comes and puts her head on your knee, eager for her evening walk.

				The triangle is an important concept in family systems. Developed by a psychologist named Murray Bowen in the 1950s, the theory of triangles holds that when two people are in conflict, they inevitably involve a third to displace some of the tension. When our son arrived in our lives, he was the third point in the triangle—which is a lot of pressure to put on a child. Whatever issues we were embroiled with inevitably affected him too.

				For us, Stella complicated this web in mostly happy ways, making our relations more fluid and less brittle (in my highly unempirical view). We didn’t have to worry about scarring Stella for life if we fight, the way we did with our son, and her comic presence kept things light. Just by being on hand, she can change the subject. We didn’t develop a dynamic of you-love-the-dog-more-than-me, or too much conflict over who walks her. And Stella now treats Charlie as her master, as just another adult, which I like to think is good life practice for him.

				Things don’t always work out so well. Some dogs end up as scapegoats, convenient receptacles for an adult’s rage, their behavioral inadequacies reflecting a human’s own shortcomings. And watching this occur is almost as ugly as seeing that dynamic between a parent and a child. When Stella was young, I sometimes wondered what it was about me and my family that
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