
		CHAPTER 1

		

		THE LOVING DOG

		Thousands of years of domestication have played a significant role in the human/dog relationship, and as dogs have evolved with humans, they have adapted and acquired the abilities they need to live with us successfully. Among their many cognitive capabilities, dogs can make inferences, understand human gestures, read our intentions, and be sensitive to our attentional and emotional states. They can also understand easy words and imitate human physical language, and they may also be able to empathize with our emotions. I will focus more on these throughout the book, but for now it’s important to understand how dogs have evolved to become not only the most successful domesticated animal species on the planet but also our closest and dearest companions.

		Successful evolution relies on natural selection; that is, how adaptable a species is to the changing environment around them. In terms of evolutionary adaptation, dogs are extraordinary. These amazing animals have successfully evolved for thousands of years as their wolflike capabilities were transformed by the challenges of living with humans.1

		Cohabitation created a mutually beneficial relationship for dogs and humans. Dogs were an effective alarm system—guarding settlements, crops, and livestock—and they helped their human companions hunt and gather food. Dogs were also the first effective garbage disposal system—eating the scraps that humans left behind. Their most important job, however, was and still is that of companion and friend. Dogs just make us feel good, and life is better when we share it with them.
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		DOES YOUR DOG LOVE YOU?

		When a dog gazes at you with his big brown eyes, greets you excitedly at the end of the day, and snuggles next to you when you sleep, is this proof that he loves you, or is he just forming an attachment for the safety, comfort, and food you provide? Humans love to anthropomorphize—that is, attribute human characteristics, motivations, or behaviors onto other species—and while this usually poses no problem, it becomes an issue when the human desire to dominate others or ascend in rank is used to explain canine behavior, or when a dog is treated too much like a human baby or child. What is certain is that when a dog shows “loving” behavior, the mechanisms at play are similar to those at play when a person feels love.

		Oxytocin is the hormone responsible for social bonding. When a mother gives birth and holds her newborn baby in her arms for the first time, the release of oxytocin, among other hormones, is responsible for bonding her to her baby. When two people fall in love, they experience a number of physical symptoms, such as loss of appetite and increased heart rate and sweat production, all thanks to oxytocin. We shouldn’t be surprised, then, by a 2003 study showing that oxytocin also plays a large part in the social and emotional bonding between dogs and humans.2 When dogs were petted by their owners, oxytocin levels in their blood
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