Wolves and humans- who domesticated who?

The history of dogs evolving from various breeds of wolves is not disputed, neither is the fact that this domestication occurred during the hunter- gatherer period.  Paleontological and genetic evidence has proven that wolves were the first animal to be domesticated, thousands of years before humans transitioned to a more agricultural lifestyle of domesticating plants and other animals (Tancredi, Cardinali. 2023, p.2). What is disputed is when and how this domestication took place. Tancredi and Cardinali (2023, P. 2) suggest dog domestication took place anytime between 32,000 and 11,000 to 16,000 years ago. Serpell (2021, p.1) suggests domestication took place between 40,000 and 15,000 years ago. For the purpose of this essay, the timeframe of when this happened is mostly unimportant. This essay will discuss the theories surrounding whether wolves domesticated humans, or if humans domesticated wolves. The essay will look at which theory is more logical and how each theory is disputed and also explore why wolves were the logical choice instead of any other animal around at that time. Why domestication occurred will also be analysed, along with why domestication happened when it did. Lastly, the benefit and the effect that domestication has had on humans and dogs will be discussed.
For the purpose of this essay, domestication is taken to mean that another species has their environment, behaviour and genetics manipulated and adapted to suit the domesticator. This process takes time, and a mutualism develops between the chosen species, creating a positive environment in which both species gain something (Tancredi, Cardinali. 2023, p.2). 
There is a theory called ‘the commensal scavenger hypothesis’ (Serpell, 2021, p.1) which states that wolves domesticated humans. This is not strictly accurate. A more accurate account would be that wolves domesticated themselves to be around humans, and humans complied. Wolves achieved this by encroaching on human settlements and scavenging animal remains discarded by the hunter-gatherers (Serpell, 2021, p.1). They would do this by slowly and occasionally approaching the waste area of the settlements. This would likely take place later on at night using the cover of darkness, and gradually becoming bolder, approaching during the day and on a more frequent basis until they became known to the hunter-gatherers (Serpell, 2021, p.2). Sometime later, humans noticed advantages to wolves being on the periphery of their settlements- the wolves alerted them of potential danger, and they had the ability to assist them in their hunting (Serpell, 2021, p.2). It was then that domestication would have actively occurred, and the wolves were encouraged to cohabit with humans. Noske (1997. P. 4) suggests this theory led to wolves and humans having a symbiotic relationship with one another, which is thought to have been one of the most important and influential aspects of the human species (Serpell, 1996, p.4).
Looking simply at this theory, it is plausible and logical on the basis that the wolves saved themselves energy and time by scavenging readily available food, especially if the hunter-gatherers did not react and fend them off but allowed them to benefit from their waste, creating a symbiotic relationship. This theory also applies if food was scarce. However, although this theory is plausible, it is not without its challenges. Firstly, it is disputed whether a hunter-gatherer settlement would provide sufficient waste to support a pack of wolves as, it is reported, wolves need approximately 6-7lbs of protein per day (Serpell, 2021, p.3). To counter this argument, it is unlikely the wolves entirely depended on the humans leaving enough waste to fully sustain a whole pack, with the exception that in certain areas the hunter-gatherers might manage to acquire a mammoth. Arguably, evidence of the mammoth remains may be a ‘deliberate collection and storage of potential building materials’ (Serpell, 2021, p.3), but could just as likely be remains hunter-gatherers left which were then scavenged by wolves. Also, by leaving enough food to be scrounged humans would not have been deprived of the nutritional value of protein as ‘humans are only able to digest about 20% of their energy needs from protein’ (Serpell, 2021, p.6). This is due to humans not being adapted to a carnivorous diet, unlike wolves who can easily sustain themselves with lean meat for months at a time (Lahtinen, M. et al, 2021, p.1). Therefore, it is likely humans did leave waste for wolves. Following this theory, it could be suggested that domestication took place later in the Neolithic era, during the ‘emergence of large towns and pre-urban cities’ (Serpell, 2021, p.4), which increased the amount of waste available to the wolves.
Another challenge to this theory is a cultural constraint. An ethnoarchaeological study, based on the Koyukon ideology, states that not making use of the full animal which has been killed is seen to bring bad fortune to those involved, leading to punishment or ill health. To protect an animal’s spirit, the meat should be carefully butchered and stored where it will not spoil or give opportunity to be scavenged, therefore disputing the wolf scavenging theory (Serpell, 2021, p.4). As a counter argument, it has been proven that domestication took place in various areas around the globe at a similar time (Lahtinen, M. et al, 2021, p.3) therefore it is unlikely all hunter-gatherers adopted this cultural view. 
[bookmark: _Int_YkG8I934]Lastly, another challenge to the theory is safety; what made wolves and humans decide to tolerate each other? To some extent wolves and humans have coexisted before domestication by acknowledging each other’s existence and having non-threatening repetitive exposure to one another (Serpell, 2021, p.4). Once it was established they were not a threat to each other, a basic level of trust, or lack of fear, is likely to have developed. It would be plausible to assume the younger, tamer, braver wolves in the pack first approached humans and over time the rest of the pack joined in. This is likely due to younger animals being more impressionable to socialisation and being quicker learners (Noske, 1997, p. 4). Further breeding and early exposure to humans would encourage the wolf- human relationship. Wolves and humans are pack animals, so it is likely the wolves came to accept the humans as part of their pack, therefore not seeing them as a threat and vice versa. 
The second theory of domestication is that humans domesticated wolves. This theory is called ‘the pet keeping hypothesis’ (Serpell, 2021, p.5). This theory involves humans deliberately capturing, adopting, hand-rearing and socialising wild wolf pups within their settlement (Serpell, 2021, p.5). According to Francis Galton this is a plausible theory, as animals that possess certain behavioural and temperamental characteristics would be susceptible to being domesticated. These characteristics would be ‘a fondness to man’, a ‘willingness to breed in captivity’, a ‘usefulness for humans’ and ‘hardiness’ (Serpell, 2021, p.5). Clutton-Brock (1999, p.51) supports this hypothesis and states, for domestication to be a success, ‘the animal must be placid in temperament which means it must be submissive, but it must not be over fearful’. Animals that do not possess these traits, according to Galton, would have either wandered off, died from neglect, or have been abandoned once their ‘appeal as objects of nurturance’ had worn off (Serpell, 2021, p.5). Galton expressed that humans have a natural desire to obtain and raise young animals which is vital to the domestication process (Serpell, 2021, p.5).
[bookmark: _Int_2CswzU7b]Lahtinen, M and et al (2021, p.3) state that hunter-gatherers capturing wolf pups as pets is reasonable, but it would ‘only be feasible if there were enough year-round caloric resources for both humans and pets alike over several generations’. Competition over resources would have been reduced, creating an advantage for both species. This theory is also more plausible if tame or semi-domesticated wolves, who were used to human interaction, had pups and they were removed from the den and hand reared by humans. This would only work if wolves were bred in captivity for several generations (Clutton-Brock, 1999, p.50). 
This theory comes with its own challenges- firstly, taking an evolutionary perspective, it seems plausible to ask what made humans suddenly decide to steal wild wolf pups and raise them themselves? Especially at this stage, as no ecological or practical advantage for doing so would be known (Serpell, 2021, p.6). There appears to be little logic in this theory. If wolves and humans were comfortably coexisting on the periphery of each other’s lives, why rock the boat? Surely, the pups’ mothers and other pack members would have fought with the humans to protect her young, leading to humans being threatened and targeted for no known gain. This theory only becomes plausible if wolves were already comfortable being in close proximity to humans to begin with, which would not be the case if this theory is the original form of domestication. 
To challenge the pet keeping hypothesis again, it is said that wolves do not make good pets and the idea of this theory is a ‘romantic fantasy’ (Serpell, 2021, p.6). To successfully achieve this theory, the wolf pups would need to have been captured within the first week of being born as this is when they form their primary social attachments and are still heavily dependent on their mothers. By the age of 5-6 weeks, it is increasingly more difficult for wolves to form social bonds with others outside of their pack (Serpell, 2021, p.6). To reflect this, this is why domesticated dogs are heavily handled by the breeder, so pups become comfortable and socialised with humans very early on in their lives, ready for when they go to their new home.
Now both theories have been explored and disputed, the question must be asked, why wolves became the logical choice and explore the similarities they share with humans. It would appear more logical to domesticate an animal that had some known value, like being a form of food, to ease the hunting process. Wolves and humans were competitors, persistently hunting large prey within similar territories and overlapping ecological niches (Lahtinen, M. et al, 2021, p.1). Although potential predators of each other, they appeared to have existed within each other’s surroundings without getting in each other’s way. It has been proven that wolves attain particular attributes similar to humans. For example, like humans, wolves are particularly hygienic when it comes to their faecal waste; they usually defecate on the outskirts of their home in the same place which is away from the main living area. Again, like wolves, humans are a daytime species; they sleep when night falls and are awake and active while the sun is up (Serpell, 1996, p.126-127). Wolves, like humans, thrive in a pack or family environment which develops a natural hierarchy. There are few species that thrive on such a ‘rigid structure of personal relationships between individuals’ (Clutton-Brock, 1999, p. 54), but wolves and humans are two of those species. This hierarchical system differentiates among those in regard to procreation and territory upkeep. Dominant and submissive behaviours both need to be present for a hierarchical system to be successful. Using Schenkel (1967), Clutton-Brock defines submission as ‘an impulse and effort on the part of the inferior animal towards friendly and harmonic social integration’ (1999, p.54). If a human establishes their role as the dominant of a pack, the wolves will fall into the subordinate role and follow. Wolves are compassionate animals that seek affection, and as a family orientated species, this affection is encouraged and reciprocated by the humans. Taking these attributes into consideration, as well as the fact that once a bond is formed, the wolves would not stray too far from home and would have developed an eagerness to please the leader, it is clear to see why wolves and humans make a strong and logical choice as companions (Serpell, 1996, p.126-129). 
As already stated, wolves and humans were competitors for food, and would have potentially seen each other as possible prey. That being said, wolves and humans appear to have a natural ability to communicate with each other (Clutton-Brock, 1989, p.2). The instant a domesticated relationship had begun to flourish, both species would have adapted this relationship to a pet and master set up. Once this was established, wolves would have been included in the human’s social world, making killing them a taboo. Eating them would be akin to cannibalism as ‘pets occupy an uncertain, ambiguous territory’ (Clutton-Brock, 1989, p.15). 
As it has been established why wolves were the logical choice, why domestication occurred and why it happened when it did should be considered. When looking at why domestication occurred and why it occurred when it did, the same answer can be applied to both questions. It is plausible the environment placed a significant role in both species having to adapt and alter the way they had previously lived their lives. A likely scenario is domestication occurred due to the need to survive for both species. During the harsh winter months of subarctic conditions, when food was scarce, the excessive amount of protein meat could have made the wolves more inclined to encroach on the settlements to help sustain the pack. If the wolves were hungry, they would have been more inclined to seek out food wherever possible. This would also stop wolves and humans being in competition with each other, potentially bringing on the start of a mutually beneficial companionship (Lahtinen, M. et al, 2021, p.3). Hurn (2015, p.56) supports this hypothesis as being plausible by suggesting the ‘climate change’ model. Due to this extreme shift in the climate, humans had to ‘intensify their foraging efforts’ (Hurn, 2015, p.56). This was likely the case for other predatory animals, for example, wolves.
In order to understand how this symbiotic relationship was such a success, both species would have had to make changes to their behaviour towards one another. The most important and obvious stipulation that needed to be rooted was trust; a level of trust and respect had to be established between the species as well as a mutual likeness for each other. Second to this is reliability; both species needed to know they could depend upon one another for each other’s needs (Serpell, 1996, p.128-129). It is likely wolves relied on humans for food and shelter, and humans relied on wolves for safety and hunting skills. Looking at the two theories of domestication, both suggest that a level of trust may have already been secured. With the commensal scavenger hypothesis, if wolves felt brave enough to approach the periphery of a human settlement, and humans felt safe enough to allow them, a level of trust may have already been realised by both species. The hunter-gatherers may have already felt safe enough to allow the wolves to scrounge their food waste, particularly if it was the same few who returned, and the wolves felt safe enough to repeatedly return. In order to accomplish this level of trust, the wolves needed to show a ‘reduction of fear and aggression towards humans’ (Tancredi and Cardinali, 2023, p.1), and ‘lose the tendency to react in a defensive way’ (Clutton-Brock, 1999, p.51), making them more appealing to the hunter-gatherers. Using the pet keeping hypothesis, the same level of trust must have been set; for the hunter-gatherers to capture wolf pups, they must have trusted the wolves not to attack them and the wolves must have trusted the hunter-gatherers not to harm the pups. Whatever the reasons, what developed between wolves and humans is a remarkable level of communication and a unique bond, leading to a well-established hunting team which developed from a biological link based on behavioural patterns and social structure evolved from both species (Clutton-Brock, 1999, p.49). 
Applying both hypotheses, wolves and humans established a benefit from the symbiotic relationship- wolves got fed without having to hunt and have become part of a larger pack providing comfort and companionship. Humans realised wolves have superior hearing compared to them, making them able to detect danger or intruders sooner, and they were superior hunters. Being a pack animal, wolves would aim to keep the whole pack safe, and this would now include the humans. Having the wolves around would give the humans a greater advantage of having skilled hunters on their side and hearing predators approach much sooner. At some point, both species enter a mutually beneficial ‘evolutionary strategy for survival’ (Budiansky, 1999, p.17). A domestic animal becomes dependent on their humans to fulfil their basic survival needs. To put it another way, the human becomes the master, the animal the servant (Serpell, 1996, p.5).
As previously stated, when domestication occurred is not relevant, but historical archaeological digs have indicated that humans and wolves have been buried together for thousands of years, showing the occurrence of domestication. Israel has three sites which demonstrate this special human-animal relationship; a significant site is tomb H. 104 in Mallaha in which an elderly skeleton is buried with a small puppy (Davis and Valla, 1978, p.608). The significance of this burial is the way the puppy is laid to rest with the human; the human is turned onto their right side in a foetal position with their left hand placed upon the thorax of the puppy (Davis and Valla, 1978, p.608). This strongly indicates an intense relationship between the two species from at least 12,000 years ago.
A single jaw fragment, dating back to the Magdalenian period and discovered in central Europe, is another indication of the human and wolf domestication process. This archaeological evidence is dated to 14,000 B.P. (before present) and shows that domestication took place independently in various places globally (Tchernov and Valla, 1997, p.65). Skeletal remains which are thought to be evidence of domestication are dispersed in numerous locations including North America, the Middle East and central and northern Europe (Tchernov and Valla, 1997, p.65-66). Although this evidence does not indicate which theory of domestication transpired, it does support the hypothesis that domestication took place on a global scale, indicating a global shift, for example a dramatic environmental change.
It seems plausible to assume both theories could be what led to this combination of species domestication. Perhaps wolves slowly encroached on human settlements as originally stated, then, once they became fully integrated within the settlements, humans took a more active role in rearing the wild wolf pups, which by this time would have been acceptable to the adult pack members. It seems logical that this process started during the cold winter subarctic months when food was scarce for both species. Whatever theory is correct, wolves and humans started the process of an unrepeated remarkable bond that has continued to the present time. 
While exploring both theories of domestication of what made wolves and humans a compatible pair, and how both species changed to make this symbiotic relationship so successful, similar reasonings became apparent. Both theories rely on a level of trust to have already developed. Also, no matter which theory is more plausible, both theories rely on something to have changed, which is likely to be the surrounding environment.
It appears, possibly before either species realised, that some sort of subconscious level of communication existed between these two species. Once both species started to reap the benefits of this symbiotic relationship, it is possible both species sought the need for companionship. It would be fair to say that evolutionarily, both species have greatly benefitted from this ancient domestication. 
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