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Praise for The Philosopher's Dog

“Gaita is remarkable in the fearlessness with which he wears his heart on his sleeve. He is acutely aware of the fine line that runs between sentiment and sentimentality, and never, or hardly ever, crosses it.”

—John Banville, author of The Untouchable and The Book of Evidence

“Rai Gaita is a dog lover, a philosopher, and a gifted, sensitive writer. In this immensely readable and enjoyable book, he mixes the personal with the philosophical and the anecdotal with the profound to produce a series of illuminating reflections on what it means to be a creature and, more important, what it means to be fully human.”

—Ray Monk, author of Bertrand Russell

“Gaita asks important questions about how our behavior toward animals can be so complex.”

—Contra Costa Times

“Offers provocative insight … Gaita's book offers both intellectual challenges and anecdotal treasures.”

—BookPage
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For
CORA DIAMOND





The difference between human beings and animals is not to be discovered by studies of Washoe or the activities of dolphins. It is not that sort of study or ethology or evolutionary theory that is going to tell us the difference between us and animals: the difference is, as I have suggested, a central concept for human life and is more an object of contemplation than observation (though that might be misunderstood; I am not suggesting it is a matter of intuition). One source of confusion here is that we fail to distinguish between “the difference between animals and people” and “the differences between animals and people”; the same sort of confusion occurs in discussions of the relationship of men and women. In both cases people appeal to scientific evidence to show that “the difference” is not as deep as we think; but all that such evidence can show, or show directly, is that the differences are less sharp than we think. In the case of the difference between animals and people, it is clear that we form the idea of this difference, create the concept of the difference, knowing perfectly well the overwhelmingly obvious similarities.

—CORA DIAMOND

God went forth to create the world, and he took his dog with him.

—KATO INDIAN CREATION STORY
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Introduction

Thirty years ago I thought I would write a book about nature, inspired mostly by my experiences in the mountains. I would have included a small section about animals. Now I've written a book that has a chapter on mountains and is mostly about animals, though butterflies, spiders, and bees get a relatively long chapter of their own. Human beings appear throughout. This book is about our creatureliness.

The book I intended to write thirty years ago would have been a straightforwardly academic book about human beings in their relation to nature. When I wrote Romulus, My Father,I discovered that I liked telling stories about animals. The Philosopher's Dog is a mixture of storytelling and philosophical reflection on the stories I tell. It's personal, not because there are personal revelations in it nor, I hope, because it's self-absorbed, but because I write almost exclusively about animals I've known. For the most part I write about them in the context of family life with my father and his friend Pantelimon Hora and my wife and my children. People sometimes ask me what the relation is between philosophy and my life. The Philosopher's Dog provides part of an answer.

Some readers will be surprised that there are no references in this book to extensive empirical studies of the capacities of animals, especially of clever wild animals like dolphins and apes. The absence of such references is not an oversight. The personal form of the book expresses one part of its mildly didactic purpose, which is to show how much one can learn about our relations to animals (including our moral relations to them) by reflection of a philosophical kind on our lives with ordinary domestic pets—birds, dogs, and cats.

Philosophy and storytelling require, in my experience, different casts of mind. Generally philosophy aims straight and abstractly for the point, rushing past the kind of details that bring a story to life. Some of the philosophy in The Philosopher's Dog is difficult. All of it is philosophizing on the job, so to speak. None of it is philosophy made popular. To bring philosophy and storytelling together, without turning the stories into long-winded philosophical examples, and without compromising the philosophy for the sake of a good story, was for me by far the hardest challenge in writing this book. It is for readers to judge whether I have risen to it. My advice to the reader who finds some of the philosophical sections difficult is to read on, though slowly, and to return to the difficult sections when she has finished the book, remembering that all philosophy benefits from, and most philosophy requires, more than one reading.

My father's attitude to animals affected me profoundly. I could not write about my relation to animals without telling again some of the stories that I told in Romulus, My Father, though they are told differently and set in a different context. I hope that readers of Romulus will not mind reading again and more about Jack the cockatoo and Orloff the dog.

Michael Heyward, my Australian publisher, suggested that I write this book. Were it not for his faith in it I would have long ago abandoned it. In Romulus, My Father,I tell how my father had the capacity to eye a piece of steel, scrape a line on it with his thumb, and to cut it to within a millimeter of accuracy. When Michael looks at a page of my work, he seems to have a comparable gift.




Friends
and Companions

The white patch in a dark blue sky changed shape as he turned or rose or descended. Often in winter the grass was also white, thick with frost until ten and even eleven in the morning. In summer it grew high and yellow and was especially beautiful in the late afternoon if the wind joined with the sun to transform entire paddocks into waves of moving grass, golden and tipped with silver. The thrill of seeing him in that landscape, against that sky, imprinted an image on my mind that is as vivid now as the sight of him was more than forty years ago. He was Jack, our cockatoo, and he was following me to school, flying a bit, then sitting on the handlebars of my bike before flying some more.

Jack was much more my father's pet than mine. In fact, I'm not sure that I should say he was mine at all. We lived together on terms he dictated, indifferent to my need to possess him, giving or withholding affection as he pleased. Nonetheless, he was a great joy to me and never more so than when he followed me to school. When he sat on my handlebars I felt we were friends. I even dared hope that we were comrades. But back at home, in the evening of the same day that he followed me to school, if I moved to stroke his crest he was as likely as not to bite me just because he felt like it.

He was fiercely loyal to one person at a time and that person was my father, except once when my father was in the hospital and his friend Pantelimon Hora looked after me at Frogmore, our chicken farm, near Baringhup in central Victoria. During those months Jack transferred his loyalty to Hora rather than to me even though I had lived with him for years. “Hey liew liew,” Hora used to say to Jack, sometimes to greet him and sometimes as though to ask, “And how are things now?” The affection both men felt for Jack—the interest they took in him and his ways and the intimate knowledge of him that they shared—deepened, and was in turn deepened by, their friendship. More than thirty years after they had last seen Jack they greeted one another in the same way. “Hey liew liew,” one would say. “Hey liew liew,” the other would respond.

Hora delighted in Jack and often observed him with affectionate attention, sometimes chuckling at Jack's comical ways, at other times marveling at his ingenuity. Jack soon made himself at home in the part of the house Hora occupied when he was with us, though he was never physically as intimate with Hora as he was with my father, never so ready to surrender himself to his petting. Nor, I suspect, did he ever entirely trust Hora to give him food of the quality that he fancied he deserved. Whenever Hora cooked spaghetti (which was almost every other evening), Jack waited patiently until it was ready and then made it known that he would like some. Always Hora gave him some on a separate plate. Always Jack tried what had been given him and then asked for some from Hora's plate. Only when he was satisfied that Hora's spaghetti was no better than his did he return to his plate.

As well as spaghetti, Jack was especially fond of bread dipped in tea or coffee. Whenever we had a cup of either Jack would come down the side of his door to the level of the table to ask for his soaked bread. He ate many things that we did. Whenever it was something he had not eaten before he would nibble it ever so delicately, cock his head to see what to make of it, try it again, and after doing this a few times, he would usually eat it. Convinced that it would not harm him he relaxed, enjoying the excitement of something new, and yielding to the pleasure of it. In this and many other small ways Jack came to share our world.

My father was in the hospital for almost three months. When he came home Jack could not contain himself. He screeched, raised his crest, and allowed my father to stroke him on every part of his body, turning first on this side then on the other and then upside down, and all this for hours. For a day or two afterward, when Hora tried to pet him, he raised his crest aggressively and even bit him once or twice. Jack simplified his emotions, overcoming without difficulty whatever conflicts he may have felt when confronted by two claimants for his loyalty. I, who loved both men dearly, fell prey for a short time to the pains of ambivalent attachment.

We are seldom physically as tender with birds as we are with cats and dogs, even when we have complex moral relations with birds—as we do with birds of prey, for example, whom we have trained, if not tamed. Accustomed to seeing birds in cages, our physical contact with them is often limited. We sometimes stroke them when they perch on our arms or shoulders, but we don't cuddle them. They stand stiffly on their legs, their bodies are not flexible, their contours don't fit ours. So it can seem, but it's not quite true.

Jack flew free and had the run of the house. He slept on the kitchen door on which he made himself at home by eating away parts of it and the adjacent wall. Almost every morning he would climb down from his door and come into the bedroom in which my father and I were sleeping. The sound of his beak and claws alternately scraping on the kitchen door as he climbed down, and of him trying to open the bedroom door by pushing it with his head and retreating as it closed on him, usually woke us. But if my father remained asleep, or if he pretended to be asleep, Jack would perch on the bedstead until he opened his eyes. He would then jump under the blankets, poking his head out occasionally to kiss my father.

How does a cockatoo kiss? Like this. He puts the upper part of his beak onto your lips and, nibbling gently, runs it down to your lower lip, all the while saying “tsk tsk tsk.” That, at any rate, is how Jack did it to my father, with unmistakable tenderness. My father would stroke him, under his wings, under his beak, and on his chest and stomach. Sometimes he would cup his hands around Jack's head and return his kisses. The same sound—tsk, tsk, tsk—came from under the blankets, together with an occasional squawk, sometimes of pleasure and sometimes of sudden but slight pain as my father inadvertently hurt him. Never, however, did I hear a squawk of fear or even anxiety, never anything that suggested Jack's trust of my father was qualified in the slightest degree.

My father worked in a blacksmith shop on a neighboring farm some half a kilometer from our house. Jack often went with him. Sometimes he would keep him company in the workshop, digging his beak into small heaps of screws or scraps of iron, placing some to one side, some to the other, as though he were sorting them. When he tired of this, he flew around the area looking to see what mischief he could do. He never had trouble finding it, but when he bit off all the bright plastic baubles on our neigh-bor's television antenna, my father was forced to cut his wing, compelled by the threat that Jack would otherwise be shot. Undeterred, Jack walked from our house to the blacksmith shop. Even with his wing cut he could fly a little, only in circles, but with practice he gained sufficient height to reach the antenna. So, for a time, to keep him out of trouble, my father tied a chain to his leg and weighted it down with an old sandal. If Jack tried hard enough he could drag the chain with its weight along the ground, but he must have reckoned that what he gained by doing this wasn't worth the trouble. Mostly he moved only within the five-or six-meter radius the chain allowed him without effort.

My father and I talked quite a bit to Jack. Generally, we asked him questions. “So you're back, are you?” “Would you like to come with us to fetch the cow?” “Why don't you leave the dog in peace?” “Why must you chew holes in the doors?” As a consequence, he often had a quizzical air, but perhaps I imagined it. There was no doubt, however, that Jack was a highly intelligent bird. Occasionally we would catch him trying to whistle a tune he had heard on the radio. He would whistle a little of it, forget how to go on, and would then screech, raise his crest, and dance around on the chicken-wire fence in frustration. When he calmed down, he would usually get a little further until he would again forget how to go on. He did this often, but would stop if he noticed us observing him. Only when he believed no one could see him did he practice whistling tunes he had heard. We seldom talked cocky talk to him, and he seldom talked it to us. He talked a lot, but mostly to himself.

Close though Jack was to us, it seemed the conditional closeness of a creature that spends only part of its time earthbound. The thrill of seeing him high in that dark blue sky above a vast and empty landscape was partly an expression of the mysterious place that birds have in our lives. On the one hand, high there in the sky, completely free in his flight, he seemed alien to us, a being of a quite different and enviable kind, one who graced our lives with the gratuitous gift of his friendship. On the other hand, he was my pet cockatoo, who slept on the kitchen door, climbed into my father's bed, and was now following me to school, soon to sit again on my handlebars for a few minutes, inviting me yet again to yield to the illusion that he might become as close to me as he was to my father.

When we moved from Frogmore to Maryborough, a nearby town, my father left Jack behind. He could not allow him to roam free in town for he was recklessly destructive. Nor could he bear to cage him. The feathers in his wing had grown again, and the sandal and chain were never intended to be a permanent means of keeping him earthbound. Jack occasionally used to fly off for days, sometimes even weeks, with passing flocks of cockatoos, and we hoped that he would do so when he realized that we would not come home. It broke my father's heart to do this and he was troubled with guilt as he thought about Jack waiting futilely for our return.

More than a month passed before my father went back to see what had happened to Jack. He feared that if Jack were still at the house, perched on his pole above the fence, then either he would relent and take him to Maryborough, where he would cage him against his better judgment, or Jack would take heart from the visit, only to have to face again the despair of waiting for someone who would not come. Jack wasn't there. We never saw him again.

Before Jack, and more deeply than Jack, Orloff was my first animal friend. He was a black greyhound cross, taller and more solid than most greyhounds. We inherited him from the people who lived at Frogmore before us. If I ever knew how old he was I have now forgotten, but the strength in his muscular body, and the speed with which he ran after rabbits and almost always caught them, make it certain that he was still quite young. If he came across a fence while chasing rabbits, he would angle his body to the side so that he could pass between two strands of wire without noticeably slowing down.

My childhood was troubled. Early in it my mother left my father, repeatedly returned, and left again. Though he loved me profoundly and though I never doubted it, my father was not a physically affectionate man, so I turned to Orloff for warmth and comfort. Probably I would have done so even if my father were different, for I suspect there are ways in which a dog can come closer than a man to satisfying a child's unfulfilled need of a woman's touch.

For a time during our life in the country my father worked night shift and I was alone at night in our dilapidated farmhouse. Kilometers from the nearest town and ten minutes' walk from the nearest homestead, it had no electric lighting and creaked ominously in the wind. To cope with my fear I took Orloff to bed with me, grateful for his reassuring presence, but disappointed that he showed no interest in the stories that I listened to on the wireless until I fell asleep.

Years later, in adulthood, I was delighted to discover that some Aborigines measure the cold of a night by the number of dogs they need for warmth. A very cold night might be a three- or even a four-dog night. Remembering my need of Orloff, I was astonished at the contempt shown to the Aborigines by the person who told me this. For the same reason the disdain expressed in the old saying that he who sleeps with dogs must expect fleas is foreign to me, as is the disgust that many people feel at the idea of a dog on the bed, let alone in it. People often say that it spoils dogs to allow them on the bed, but it needn't. There are other ways of disciplining dogs, of requiring that they curb their desires rather than yield to them at first impulse. The idea that if you relax discipline in one region then you will erode it everywhere needs as much qualification, I believe, in its application to dogs as to human beings.

When I went to school, six kilometers away, Orloff often accompanied me part of the way, and he would be there, the same distance from the house, when I returned. Mostly I rode to school on my bike, but occasionally a neighboring farmer would drive me. As I walked from the junction of the road and the rough track to our house, Orloff would bound up to greet me with such enthusiasm that he would knock me over. Lying there in the long grass with him standing over me, legs astride my chest, licking me and making affectionate noises and wagging his tail so furiously that his entire body swayed with it, I felt he was my closest and truest friend and I loved him.

Probably only a child can place such innocent trust in a dog's fidelity. But I did not trust Orloff because, as a child, I believed false things about him. I did not think he was a person, and as far as I remember I did not attribute to him capacities he did not possess. Nor, of course, did I believe that he was a machine or a bundle of conditioned reflexes. I was a child alone, deeply pained by family events, frightened by worse things in prospect and sometimes by my surroundings. The depth of my need and Orloff 's intelligent and faithful response to it generated an intensity in my relationship to him that could not be captured by the idea of mere companionship.

People who find close and needful companionship with animals, especially with dogs, sometimes say that dogs are better than human beings. The misanthropy that is often expressed in such remarks is always sad. When I said that, as a boy, I felt that Orloff was my truest friend, I did not mean to disparage my school friends. But they could not satisfy, as Orloff did, my deep need of physical comfort, protection, and security. I do not recall attributing false powers to him, but I did trust that he would protect me if I were in danger. For some children, that trust is an important dimension in their relationship to their dog, and often it does both child and dog good. Such children need reasonably big dogs.

In the event, it was I who proved faithless to Orloff. Fascinated by Tarzan's chimp, I wrote to the Melbourne zoo, asking if they could give or sell me one. To my surprise, and even more Hora's—he was looking after me at the time—the zoo responded quickly and politely. “Dear Master Gaita,” the letter began, raising my hopes that my request had been granted. Regrettably, it went on to say, it was against the zoo's policy to give or sell children chimps or any other kind of monkey, but perhaps I would consider a cat or a dog or some kind of bird. Incredulous that anyone could think such ordinary animals could satisfy someone who had dreamed of a chimp, I threw the letter away, but even as I did it I felt guilty toward Orloff for my treacherous desires. Not, though, toward Jack, who had been giving me and everyone else except my father a hard time. He had bitten me, had been harassing the cats, biting their ears whenever they were at their milk bowl, and had taken to landing on Orloff 's back and biting his ear whenever he wanted him to move or sometimes just for the malicious pleasure of it. A monkey, I thought, would give him his comeuppance.

Orloff took to roaming the paddocks many kilometers from home. One day a farmer told my father that a dog had been molesting sheep in the area and that he suspected it was Orloff. Desperately we hoped it wasn't so, because we knew the consequences if it were, but in our hearts we thought it likely and a sense of foreboding darkened our lives. A month or so later, Orloff came home with a rifle wound in his side. The bullet had hit low in his stomach, where his greyhound build was low and thin, and passed right through. My father tended his wounds with his remedy for anything external or liable to infection: methylated spirits, lanolin, and spider's web.

A few weeks later we found Orloff dead one morning some twenty meters from the house. He had been bleeding from the mouth because he had been fed meat spiked with glass. He lay on the far side of a fence that separated the house and its yard from the paddocks beyond. Though I call it a yard, we did nothing to it to justify the domestic connotations of that word. A pile, some ten meters in diameter, of bottles and rusted food tins lay on the far side, but that was the only feature that marked a difference between what was on one side of the fence and what was on the other. Yet so tenderly did my father lift Orloff over the fence that I needed no words from him to know that he did it so that Orloff would be buried where his home had been.

As my father dug the grave, placed Orloff in it, and buried him, I remembered our friendship. I thought of how painful it must have been for him to get home, his insides ravaged by the sharp glass. The fence had proved an impossible obstacle. We cried for him. It was the first time I had seen my father cry and the only time we cried together. For weeks I felt as though the pain in my chest would make it explode.

Sometimes people who are simple and good have a natural affinity with animals. In my childhood I knew such a man, one who seemed to me wholly innocent, gentle, and kind. His name was Vacek Vilkovikas. Like my father he had come to Australia in the early 1950s on an assisted passage, which required him to work for two years in repayment. We met him in a migrant workers' camp in central Victoria, where he had been sent, as my father had, to build a reservoir. Soon after the work was finished Vacek lost his mind and he went to live between two large granite boulders on the side of a small mountain some fifteen kilometers from where my father and I lived. To protect himself from the weather he covered the boulders with whatever he could find and there he lived, contented I believe, for some years. His primitive home looked over one of the most beautiful vistas in the area, immediately onto neighboring hills and beyond to the blue Pyrenees. In summer, Vacek's side of the hill was covered with high golden grass. Interspersed between granite boulders, some of them six meters high, were large cactus plants, with flowers of rich yellow, worthy heralds of the magnificent bluish purple fruit that was to follow them. Together, the ancient gray, rounded boulders and the cacti—especially when their fruit had been gouged open by birds—made the area look prehistoric. Vacek lived in that landscape as though in friendship with it.

A frugal man, he had saved a reasonable amount of money with which he bought himself a large Sunbeam motorbike, shaft-driven and with tires the size of those on a small car, and also a rifle with telescopic sights with which to hunt rabbits. The rest of his money he left in the bank in Maldon, two or three kilometers away, taking out small amounts occasionally to buy what little he needed. Near to the boulders where he slept he built a small tin shed (I don't know why he didn't sleep in it) and there he kept various concoctions that he had pickled, sometimes in his urine. Visibly insane, he talked to himself, though never with the aggressive guttural explosions that mark some forms of insanity. He spoke as gently to himself as he did to others, sometimes barely audibly, furrowing his brow when he asked himself a question or extending his arm, palm upwards, to express helplessness or resignation.

Vacek's innocence showed in everything he did. It showed in the gentle quality of his madness and in his relation to animals, in his unaffected ease with them that seemed, strange though it may sound, to express a sense of equality with them. From time to time he came to stay with my father and me for a week or more. On one such occasion he bought some sausages for his dinner. While he was preparing his meal he left the sausages on the table and went to do something in another part of the house. When he came back the sausages were gone. Orloff was the obvious suspect. Vacek called Orloff to question him. Had he taken his sausages? The question was unnecessary because Orloff 's expression was unmistakably that of a guilty dog. Vacek then told Orloff how disappointed he was. He told him that he had not dreamed that he would so miserably betray his trust. He implored him never to do anything like it again. Later, when Vacek told Hora of the episode, he swore that Orloff had promised that he would not.

Many of the stories I tell in this book are of relationships in which human beings need animals for companionship and comfort. Because of the ways in which need can distort and poison relationships, we tend to be suspicious of it. To attempt to rid ourselves of need in order to prevent those distortions or, more desperately, in pursuit of an ideal of self-sufficiency would be disastrous, however, were we to succeed. The need we have—often unfath-omable—of other human beings is partly what conditions and yields to us our sense of their preciousness. The same is true of our relations to animals. The destructiveness of need is the negative dimension of its power to generate the highest forms of our relationships with them.

One of the wisest men I have known told me that we all need someone who will cry for us when we are dead. Humbled acknowledgment of our need is our best protection against foolish condescension to both human beings and animals. Our acknowledgment of need can enable us to see things more truly. The person who has rid himself of the need of others, who longs and grieves for no one, is not someone who is positioned to see things most clearly. And the person who does not need animals is not, if he condescends to those who do, better placed to understand the real possibilities in relations between human beings and animals. My father, a man who longed for company and who took exuberant pleasure in mingling with crowds, found, in his lonely life in our derelict farmhouse, companionship with Jack the cockatoo. Out of that need there developed a relationship the like of which I have never seen between a man and a bird. My own deep companionship with Orloff, my childhood sense of him as my truest friend, was in part a function of my need.

Animals can respond to our needs with surprising tenderness. Zac was the dog of my daughters Katie and Eva and of their mother, Margaret. Like Orloff, he was, I think, none too bright, but also like Orloff he was good. He was in fact the best dog I have known. Just as cleverness is an overrated virtue in human beings, so cleverness is not the most important quality in dogs.

A black kelpie-Labrador cross, Zac was, as Katie and Eva declared when they first set eyes on him, ex-zac-tly what they wanted. Sooner than expected he turned out also to be exactly what they—especially Eva—needed. Sitting on the back steps of her house, Eva confided her woes to him during a difficult and unrelievedly miserable period at school. As soon as he noticed she was distressed, he would climb onto her lap, put his paws over her shoulders, and lick away her tears. Cynics will say he was after the salt in her tears, but it wasn't so. He didn't clamber onto her lap in response to her distress hoping she would cry. Nor did he change his demeanor when the tears came. The way he licked away her tears was of a piece with his own evident distress at her distress, and of a piece with the tenderness of his gestures, with the way he put his paws on
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