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      The human and his dog – the epitome of friendship and trust? Or: The human and his dog – the epitome of brutality, martyrdom and oppression?

      No other animal has lived in such close proximity to humans for millennia. There is no other animal that has been adored and loved, and hated and kicked about, as much as the dog. Is it perhaps because he is so close to us, and because you can draw conclusions about a human by looking at his dog? But maybe it is his origins that are to blame; his ancestor, the wolf, who is the subject of numerous myths and fairy tales, is branded as evil and a child-eater by some, while being revered as good and even holy by others.

      In order to be able to understand this special relationship, we should consider our attitude to the whole of the natural world. In a bygone age, there were more humans who saw themselves as part of nature, living with nature. They offered nature the necessary respect because they knew that they could not survive without her. This applied to all aspects of nature: the ground, the water and the entire range of fauna. Humans even turned to nature for advice, particularly from animals. To this day, many peoples still consider certain animals to be holy. But as technical progress and urbanisation advanced, people started losing their orientation on nature. With the spreading of intellectual ‘enlightenment’, according to which one should only believe in things that could be seen and were quantifiable, the spiritual and naive (in the sense of honest simplicity) heritage was lost, and with it the knowledge about animals. In the old days, it was well known that in a dog you were dealing with a predator, a seizer of prey who had to be treated as such. Nowadays, he often has to make up for all sort of deficits, being used as an object for sport and utility, and even as a surrogate child or partner.

      We have to return to the roots and see our dogs as dogs, and nothing else, to see them as they are: emotionally, socially and intellectually highly developed, but with reference to their own species. We have to stop ‘training’ them in an exploitative manner with a view to utility that stultifies them in the process. Relationship training is much more than a collection of methods and techniques for the training of dogs. It is an inner attitude, the readiness to enter a new communicative plane with a highly social animal. The dog has to be able to realise that we understand his language, as well as his needs as a pack animal, and that he is in good hands in this mixed pack with we two-legged creatures that are, after all, alien to his species. Then the first sentence of this prologue would have an exclamation mark instead of a question mark!
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      One should begin to treat dogs as dogs from the time they are puppies, in order to develop a species-appropriate relationship with them. (Photo: Köppel)
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      Looking at the ‘dog scene’ of our day, it is striking to see how confused and confusing it has become of late. It almost seems like a new book about dogs is being published every other day – each, of course, propagating a revolutionary new method, purporting to be based exclusively on ‘well-founded’ theories about learning. Even if most of these ‘new methods’ are old hat, who cares? Sporting an upbeat layout, and endorsed by ‘dog trainers’ who are mostly good at marketing themselves, many of these books have become bestsellers.

      Upon further investigation, however, it quickly turns out that the respective styles of dog training are in complete contradiction with each other; and you, as a dog owner, who only wants the best for his dog, are supposed to make sense of all this confusion!

      At the same time, hardly a week goes by in which there isn’t a mauling incident being reported by the press, or at least some kind of negative event regarding the relationship between human and dog – not to mention the dogs who ‘just want to play’ and who will jump up at you as you are jogging, cycling or hiking past, while barking insecurely, or who may even take a snap at your posterior.

      The first rule must be that a dog, no matter how big or small, should never become a risk to humans. We are not just talking about maulings. If your dog does not wholly accept you as his pack leader, and as a consequence you are not able to control him at all times, then this is already a precarious state of affairs. Such a dog will determine what he will do next with reference only to himself. Even if he ‘only’ runs to meet a dog friend of his, which involves him having to cross the road, there is a great risk of an accident. This is only one of many examples. Supposedly, the dog is meant to be our friend and partner who accompanies us wherever we go! He can only do this if, from his perspective, everything regarding his pack is well in order.
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      Dogs possess a highly social family system and system of upbringing. Let’s emulate the father dog in order to enable a harmonious relationship between dog and human to develop. (Photo: Köppel)

      
      Upbringing inside the pack

      The reason why there are so many badly behaved dogs (despite the number of dog schools that seem to have sprung up all over the place) is simply the conveniently forgotten truth that there is a predator attached to the other end of the leash. This predator of the canidae family, as he is known in scientific terms, has to be brought up in the same way as he would have been with his original family in the pack. The methods used by the pack are: play-based learning, species-appropriate disciplining, tabooing and benign consistency.

      In order to bring up a dog in a speciesappropriate manner, we don’t need any exploitative utility-related training, but rather an emotional relationship that is based on these foundations. Whether you are bringing up a puppy or you have an older dog, the only way to develop a species-appropriate relationship based on what the dog is asking of you, and therefore understands, is to be prepared to take the responsibility of thinking and acting like a dog.

      This is why every dog owner, and those wishing to become one, should be aware of their responsibility.
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      Collect your puppy at the age of eight weeks in order to be able to make the best of the all-important socialising phase in regard to your dog’s upbringing.
(Photo: Köppel)

      
      Why do I want a dog in the first place?

      That is, admittedly, a self-critical question: why do I want a dog in the first place? Or, to put it another way: have I actually got what it takes for this responsible task? This means only those who are sure that they don’t want a designer object to add to their chic home and model family (possibly even a expensive model of the currently trendy dog breed, without regard to compatibility), and those who don’t need to satisfy a neurotic need to fuss over, to overfeed and overindulge, without any regard for the dog’s needs. You should ask yourself this question just as seriously as you should ask yourself which breed and which size dog will really be compatible with your family, your flat, and your experience.
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      In the socialisation phase, a dog learns that it is better to act as part of a team rather than to act in a selfish manner. (Photo: Köppel)

      
      The right time for taking a puppy home

      The next question is: when is the right time to collect a puppy from the breeder? There are increasing numbers of breeders, especially those breeding the larger breeds, who, as a rule, will only hand over their puppies after the age of twelve weeks. Their argument is that the puppies ought to spend the socialisation phase between the eighth and the twelfth week of life with their mother, and in their familiar surroundings. This would offer them the opportunity to realise their awakening urge to play and scamper about in the company of their littermates, and as a result they will be more mature by the time they arrive in their new home.

      Looking at it from a behaviourist perspective, you will arrive at a different conclusion. In the pack, the mother dog will invariably hand over the puppies to the father around the eighth week. The puppies quickly accept this change in circumstances without any problem, a fact that can easily be ascertained, because from that moment onward they will eagerly follow in their father’s wake, instead of their mother’s, even though she is still their primary source of food. Because most breeders don’t keep male dogs – and, in any case, most certainly not the father of the puppies – this natural process cannot take place. This means the mother is forced to take on the father’s role to the best of her ability. As a consequence, at this stage of their development the puppies have to form a renewed bond with their mother, even though their biological parameters are set to experience this with the other parent. Then after week twelve they are handed over to their new owner. Thinking of these natural processes, it can easily be imagined what a deep impact on the dog’s psyche this represents.

      The conclusion: nature has prepared dogs for a separation in their eighth week of life, and, rather sensibly, this is also the time when their nervous system can withstand the most stress. Hence this is clearly the best time for them to move to a new home.

      The second important argument is that the above-mentioned socialisation phase takes place between the eighth and the twelfth weeks. At this point I’d like to clear up a widespread misconception: the ‘socialisation phase’ does not mean that you have to expose your puppy’s senses to an ever increasing number of new and strange impressions and stimuli, as is being suggested in many puppy schools.
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(The author’s dedication in Lakota language)





