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servants, the calculating doing 
well as good citizens and the rebel-
lious becoming revolutionaries or 
troublemakers. 

It is thus and so with canines 
as well. Once a dog’s basic intel-
ligence bent is determined it’s 
up to the man in charge, a dog’s 
trainer, to mold the dog into what 
he wants as a hunter and com-
panion.

The old saying that “imitation 
is the highest form of flattery” may 
be the explanation for the extensive 
use of front paws by intelligent 
dogs. The dog that can’t keep his 
paws off you, often is monkey-like 
in reaching and “grabbing”  with 
curled claws or makes appealing 
or appeasing gestures with paws 
as well as tail-wagging, is imitat-
ing you and other humans with 
whom he associates.

The theory has been advanced 
that a domestic dog’s barking, in 
contrast to more limited verbal 
expressions by wild canines, is an 
effort to emulate human speech. 
That could be. Whether or not 
that’s an acceptable theory is for 
you to decide, but my postulation 
seems at least equally logical.

In no way can the smartest pup 
whelped hope to duplicate the five 
facile digits we have on each hand, 
but all really smart ones darn sure 
try when they wave, pat, paw, 
reach and grasp which, to me, is 
the tip-off in assessing high canine 
intelligence.

Pawing at you may be simply 
a demand for attention. It can also 
represent a caress, reverse pet-
ting; just as you grab a dog to get 
his attention or control him, you 
even more frequently lay hands 
on him to express affection and/
or praise.

Just as humans wave their 
hands, intelligent dogs make mo-
tions with their paws that express 

excitement, supplication or joy. 
Oddly enough, dogs don’t seem to 
use their paws imitating threaten-
ing or punitive human gestures. 
Perhaps that flaws the theory of 
why smart dogs use their paws 
as they do. Misanthropists, on the 
other hand, may interpret that as 
a cogent commentary on an innate 
goodness that makes digs more 
pleasant to deal with than men, 
i.e., “the more I see of humans, the 
better I like dogs.”

Anthropomorphism, the as-
cribing of human characteristics 
to creatures not human, may strike 
some as foolish or risky means of 
attempting to explain “why” of an 
off-beat method of evaluating a 
dog’s intelligence and trainability. 
However, no matter what we are 
proposing, explaining, or justify-
ing about virtually anything, in-
cluding spirituality and religious 
beliefs, our references are to things 
familiar to humans and  couched 
in terms of human understanding 
and behavior.

When striving to train a dog 
properly, the job gets done much 
easier  when the  trainer is able to 
envision and understand what’s 
going on. As noted,  I offer no sup-
porting data for my conclusions 
and lack of academia credentials 
in the field of animal behaviorism, 
being only a trainer of gun dogs 
and an admirer of their ability 
and acumen in the hunting field 
and the home. So, I’ve no argu-
ment with the expert (in fact am 
in agreement) when it is pointed 
out that canines are not humans 
and we should be cautious about 
blessing them with emotions and 
thought processes recognized in 
human beings. It’s just that a lot of 
us get lost in the alpha and omega, 
passive aggressive, dominant maze 
of scientific jargon.

Smart dogs, however, are more 

than just robot-like responders 
to commands learned by rote, or 
clownish mimes trying to ingra-
tiate themselves in the hope of 
getting a pat on the head or some 
gustatory req reward for their ef-
forts; characteristics displayed by 
virtually all dogs, sharp or dull.

I choose to believe that such 
emotions as jealousy, anger and 
“hurt feelings” are part of the ca-
nine as well as human psyche. I 
know that some dogs can be clever 
grifters trying to gull naive own-
ers. That means they can “think”, 
even reason and solve puzzles to a 
limited extent.

Whether dogs actually share 
such characteristics with humans 
or only appear to, the smart and 
biddable ones do study you with 
intense concentration, gaining 
different perspectives by cocking 
their heads and do use their paws 
in a manner imitative of the uses 
humans make of their hands. 
Dumb dogs don’t.

So no harm is done in speculat-
ing as to why this is. Whatever the 
reasons, the best and most interest-
ing dogs I’ve owned and trained, 
or trained for other owners, did 
those things. The indicators I’ve 
suggested are obvious and require 
no “testing” or understanding of 
behaviorism so subtle that none 
but trained observers would rec-
ognize or imagine it.

Check what I’ve suggested 
against your own experience, if 
it’s broad; or discuss it with others  
before you accept it as probable 
and practical. When you do, this 
“knowledge” can help in selecting 
a dog for training or breeding, ap-
preciating the good ones you’ve 
had in the past and understanding 
and training the gun dog in your 
present and future.

Dave Duffey hails from 
New London, WI


