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  DOGS HAVE LANGUAGE


  In this book, I’ll lead you on a journey of how you can start talking to your dog. Once you learn how to do that, both you and your dog will be much happier knowing that each can understand the other.


  Would you like to talk to your dog? To have a deep connection? To feel that you and your dog are really communicating? Some people say this is a fantasy. They say that dogs don’t understand human language. That they only understand the tone of voice. That they’re dumb brutes who are lovable and cuddly, but not very bright. That they can’t think, they can’t plan, and they barely remember things from day to day. And, according to these people, dogs certainly don’t have their own language.


  Do you believe that dogs have language and can talk? I do. I have looked extensively at animal languages and have concluded that a number of animals have their own language. We just need to listen in the right way and respond in a way that is meaningful to the animals.


  We need to keep in mind that language is not just spoken words. Language is anything that conveys meaningful information in an organized structured way. Language can involve visual signals, spoken signals, odor signals, or signals through touch. We like to think that our language is exclusively a spoken one. But we send off visual signals and odor signals every time we talk to somebody in person. So it is with dogs.


  Luckily for us, dogs are able to learn a number of human words. A border collie named Chaser, who died in 2019, knew 1,022 nouns: the names of 800 cloth animals, 116 balls, 26 frisbees, and a variety of plastic objects. Another border collie, Rico, who died in 2008, knew 200 different words. My two standard poodles, Zephyr and Raja, knew a variety of different words. If I said, “let’s go for a walk” to my wife, the dogs would immediately run around looking for their leashes. I then modified the sentence to say, “let’s go for a W – A – L – K.” That lasted for several weeks. Then the dogs got it. I could do the same using different languages and it would take them very little time to figure out what I was talking about.


  If you know about the psychology of learning, you could say to me, yes, but that is just associative learning, where the dog learns to associate a word with an object or action. That’s just the same as telling a dog to sit and then giving the dog a reward of praise when the dog actually sits. No big deal. But then I can ask you: How do we learn languages? Don’t we learn languages the same way? A young baby says her first word, “Mama,” and the parents whoop and scream and yell, picking up the baby and giving her kisses and telling her what a smart baby she is. So the baby learns to say “Mama” to both parents. And the parents start teaching the baby to say “Mama” to the female parent by rewarding the baby whenever she says it in the appropriate context.


  We don’t know at this point how much of dog language is learned and how much of it is instinctive. Studies have shown that chihuahuas can understand the signals of St. Bernards, and vice versa. So there must be a strong instinctive component. But we have an instinctive component in our verbal language as well. Our brain can distinguish where one word ends and another word begins, even though that is very difficult to show on machines that analyze human speech. And much of human body language seems to be unlearned or instinctive.


  Dogs talk to each other and to people in a variety of different ways. One way is through body language: body positions of the ears, tail, head, face, and general body posture. But wait, you say. You said the dogs have a language, and body language is not the same thing as a language. I beg to differ.


  We humans talk to each other all the time, but in the process of talking we wave our arms around, we change our facial features, we adjust our posture, we smile, we frown, and we make eye contact with people. Some studies have shown that among people who know each other, spoken language conveys only 10 percent of the meaning of a conversation and 90 percent of the meaning is conveyed through body language. Maybe this is why people have a harder time communicating through a visual platform like Zoom or through a nonvisual platform like email.
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  Another way that dogs communicate is through sound. Everybody knows that dogs bark, growl, and whine. But surprisingly enough these vocalizations haven’t been studied very much. We know that high-pitched whines can be signs of anxiety or they can be signs of happiness and approval. We know that growls can be threatening, but they can also be used in the context of play. We know that barks can be signs of warning or aggression, but they also can be used in greeting, play, or expressions of pain.


  Studies have shown that people are not very good at interpreting the vocalizations of dogs. Distinguishing a bark that uses an aggressive signal from a bark that is used as a play signal is hard for us. It’s very easy for dogs.


  A third way that dogs communicate with each other is through odors. Dogs have noses that are between 10,000 and 100,000 times more sensitive than our noses. Where we smell nothing at all, or perhaps just a faint odor of something that we can’t quite identify, dogs smell a huge landscape of odors: how many different species of animals passed by, how many different individual dogs were there, the age and gender of the dogs, their state of health, and a whole range of different environmental factors such as the different smells of the earth, the smell of the wind, and the smell of vegetation. Some researchers say that dogs can even sort out the scents of complex flavors into their simpler components.


[image: chpt_fig_002]


  This is why when we take our dogs out for a walk, the dogs want to stop and smell every fence post, every fire hydrant, and practically every tree and every bush. They are smelling the who, what, and when of everything that was there or everything that passed by. We read the news on our digital devices. Dogs read the news through the odors in their immediate environment.


  When I would take my two poodles out for a walk, I would let them stop and sniff wherever they wanted. I knew how important it was for them. And I would look at other people who had their dogs on a leash and were hurrying them along, yanking them every time the dog wanted to sniff something, and I would always want to say: “Stop! Don’t do that! Give your dog a break!” But to do that I would have to give people a long-winded explanation about how dogs like to smell things, and the bottom line usually was neither I nor they had the time for such explanations.


  Because dogs live in an environment where odors are so important, it’s hard for us to imagine what the world of odor is for a dog. We can’t smell where other people have been, much less smell things like cancers, bombs, drugs, and even the poop of whales from half a mile away. Dogs can do all of that. They can also smell us and identify our typical body odor, as well as our general physiological condition. When I would be sick with something or other and lying either in bed or in my recliner chair, my dogs would mill around me, sometimes crawling into my lap, as if to say, here we are, we know that you don’t feel well, and we’re trying to make you better. I have no doubt that they pick up my feeling poorly through their great sense of smell. I just smell different when I’m sick.


  While we can’t strike up a conversation with dogs using odors, we can talk to them through two sensory modalities that are more relevant to us: vision, and sound. But we have to remember that dogs don’t see things the same way that we do. We have three color receptors in our eyes: one for blue, one for yellow, and one for red. This is why we see the world in such dynamic colors.


  Dogs have only two receptors: one for blue and one for green. They don’t see red the way we do. To them, red is just a shade of gray or black. If we want to communicate with dogs through colors, we have to be very judicious as to what colors we choose. Red is out; green, blue, and yellow are in. And in case we get a swelled head of superiority over the vision of dogs, let me remind you that birds and many insects have four color receptors, one of which can see in the ultraviolet beyond what we can see, and octopuses have eight color receptors, giving them a colorful landscape that boggles my mind.


  Dogs do better than we do with sound. The best of us humans can hear sound frequencies in the range of 20 Hertz (or cycles per second; Hertz is a unit of sound that describes the frequency or pitch of the sound) to 20,000 Hertz. Most of us are doing great if we can hear up to about 12,000 Hertz. Just for comparison, middle C on a piano is 262 Hertz, and the highest A note on a piano is 3,520 Hertz. Dogs can hear up to between 45,000 and 65,000 Hertz, in what is called ultrasound. Most of our spoken words lie somewhere between 200 and 6,000 Hertz.
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  Maybe to a dog, our saying something like “Good boy!” sounds more like the rumble of a whale having gastric distress, or maybe the same thing that we hear when we hear the really low-pitched songs of humpback whales. I remember reading about ultrasonic whistles that people use to call their dogs. The idea is that the ultrasonic whistle is something that the dog hears but people can’t hear and so it doesn’t disturb anybody around the whistler, the way that a loud audible whistle would. The article pointed out that many people eventually throw away their ultrasonic whistles because they’re not really sure whether the whistles work or not because they can’t hear them.


  But however dogs actually hear our words, they respond to them. So we have two ways that we can talk to dogs. We can talk to them with our words or the sounds that we make, we can adjust our meaning using different tones, and we can talk to them through visual signals such as waving our hands around, changing our facial expressions, or changing our posture.
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  HOW I GOT STARTED WITH DOGS


  Ihave always loved animals. When I was a small child, my father would bring home a variety of animals that he would find that were injured and needed help. Because my grandfather was a surgeon who also liked animals, he would patch up these animals and they would wander around the house briefly or sit in makeshift cages until they could be released again (there were no veterinarians near my home at that time). I remember meeting a variety of birds and some larger animals such as rabbits and foxes. My father would also bring home a varied selection of insects for me to look at. I still have a scar on my thumb from a huge (for a three-year-old child) Indonesian praying mantis that I unwisely grabbed and got my thumb slashed with the mantis’s front legs.


  My parents had a small black dog, a toy English spaniel, who was called “Little Fly” because she was marginally bigger than some of the flies that would occasionally invade our house. Little Fly hated children. At some point when I was too young to remember, one of the neighborhood children picked up Little Fly by her tail and injured her spine. Although her spine recovered after that experience, it cemented in her mind that little kids meant pain and trouble.


  I loved Little Fly. My first practical exposure to applied dog behavior (as a three- and four-year-old) was to try to figure out a way to make Little Fly love me. This required a lot of patience and learning that when she would growl at me, I had to back off and let her see that I meant no harm. Gradually, by approaching her slowly, offering her treats, and not pushing the issue until she was ready to trust me, I got her to like jumping into my lap and being stroked. She still hated kids in general, but I was an exception in her mind.
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  Little Fly died of old age when I was ten, and I went through a dogless period where I mostly played with my parents’ friends’ dogs. I seemed to have an intuitive feeling for what was bothering the dogs, and I always made suggestions to my parents’ friends about what they could do to improve their dogs’ lives. This was a time when people thought that training dogs had to be done with some brutality, and most of the time my suggestions of treating the dogs kindly, with love, affection, and treats, fell on deaf ears. Occasionally someone would try my suggestions and then would marvel to friends what a changed animal their dog had become.


  My formal exposure to the world of training dogs occurred when I was in my twenties, when I was a student living in Berkeley and studying at the University of California, where one of my fields of study was animal behavior. My parents lived in San Francisco and, missing me, encouraged me to drop by frequently.


  To lessen their separation anxiety, I got them a miniature poodle puppy. My mother immediately immersed herself in training the puppy, taking classes in dog training, having training sessions with friends, and showing the dog at dog shows. When I visited my parents, which was fairly often, I would go along to the training sessions and the shows to watch what was happening. I was particularly impressed that many of the people that I watched seemed to love their dogs, but they also treated them without a shred of kindness, yelling at them, jerking their leashes, and often treating them as objects rather than as sentient beings. The priority at dog shows often seemed to be that the dogs should win a ribbon rather than that the dogs were happy.


  This experience caused me to study all of the dog behavior and dog training books that I could get my hands on. I was already well versed in animal behavior and learning theory from my undergraduate and graduate studies, and I tried to find out how people were applying learning theory on a practical basis.


  I could see the parallels between the animal behavior that I learned in my coursework and the practical manifestation of that in the behavior of the dogs that I was observing. However, I was amazed at the variety of advice that was provided in the dog training books, and how some of the advice was completely contrary to what people were finding with the behavior of other animals.


  The more I studied the dog books and the literature on dog behavior, behavior problems, and behavior solutions, the more I realized that opinions varied all over the map and that the situation must have been horribly confusing to people who wanted to do the right thing but didn’t know where to go to find good information.


  Even as a child I had been interested in communication. I found that I could always intuitively understand the body language of animals. Later, when I was studying animal behavior, I found that there were solid principles behind my understanding.


  Later, as a university faculty member and researcher exploring animal behavior, I applied this understanding to consulting with people about their companion animals. I found that reading the body language of their pets helped me to assess what might be the problem. Often I realized that the people I talked to had a completely different perception of the problem than what I was able to assess. Once they understood the real problem, I helped them take the appropriate measures to ensure that they and their animals could begin living in harmony.


  Along the way, I realized that many of the behavioral problems that I was seeing were the result of incorrect training methods. So I started offering dog training classes based on the concepts of positive reinforcement, no punishment, and information about dog behavior. Because I thought that it was important for dogs to socialize, I always had several minutes of
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