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Symbolic understanding in dogs (Canis familiaris)?
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The understanding of symbols can be seen as one prerequisite of human language. Children begin to comprehend communicative symbols after 1 year of age in both the vocal and gestural modalities, and by 2.5 years they also comprehend symbols that are interesting physical objects themselves (e.g., replicas). Here we tested two dogs, both able to identify over 150 objects by their human names, for their ability to use physical symbols (i.e., replicas) to identify their referents out of several distracting items. A human told the dog to fetch an item (out of 8 items) by holding up either an identical or miniature replica of the item or a life size picture of the item (without mentioning the name at any time). Both dogs were able to use the identical and the smaller replicas as sources of information to find the target item; one dog also showed the ability to use pictures. These results suggest that these two dogs have symbolic understanding which is comparable to that of 2.5 year old children and may be a result of their special training with respect to fetching objects by their names.
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