Fifteen Dogs Notes 

Happiness, fulfillment, identity

Fifteen Dogs by André Alexis is an apologue that wanders through the tensions between language and happiness, specifically in the form of human intelligence and consciousness. The premise of the book is grounded on the question of whether human intelligence and consciousness is a gift or a precursor to inevitable unhappiness


Themes 

Language - The dogs develop their own language, which creates conflict in the pack. Prince becomes a poet and his passion for language is a source of pleasure for him. Some dogs appreciate his use of poetry and wit, but other dogs find it strange and hate it. Majnoun learns to understand and speak English, which forges a bond between him and a human (Nira) as they have long conversations and learn about one another.

Death - The immortal gods Apollo and Hermes are fascinated with mortals on Earth because of their relationship with death. Throughout the book, the reader learns how each dog dies and whether or not the dog died happy. The death plots include murder and euthanasia. The death of humans is also part of the narrative along with how the dogs respond.

Poetry - The novel includes several poems composed by Prince. Each poem embedded has the name of a dog, invisible when reading but audible when spoken. 

Love and Friendship - Several dogs form friendships (Bella and Athena; Dougie and Benjy) that they experience differently because of their gift of intelligence. Majnoun asks Hermes about love and Prince loves language


Most of the dogs who survived the early blood-letting died off from other causes such as taking poisonous baits, and the final sections of the book describe the fate of the longest lived and most “human” – the clever and cunning beagle Benjy, the poodle Majnoun, and the poet-mutt Prince, who all have long and in the case of Majnoun and Prince, largely happy lives. But did they die happy? Majnoun surely didn’t, alone, starving in a locked empty house after his humans failed to return from a weekend excursion, killed in a traffic crash presumably; the fate of Prince is more equivocal; probably he was happy, even though blind and deaf. Certainly he was loved and cared for until he was gently put to sleep in a veterinary clinic. But Prince, and Benjy, and even Majnoun to an extent, survived for varying periods on their own, without human companions with whom they bonded and formed mutually supportive relationships. Andre Alexis meditates a little on the nature of the mutually supportive relationship between humans and dogs, but wisely stays clear of in-depth discussion: had he gone into this in depth, his book would have grown to twice its size, or more.


All dog lovers will recognize this bond, a spiritual, philosophical, emotional bond that is indescribable and incomprehensible to those who do not love dogs.


Such a diverse collection as the fifteen dogs in the veterinary clinic that night the story begins could never form a cohesive pack and the prospects for this were further eroded by the sharp personality differences among the dogs. Andre Alexis implies that these differences followed their adoption of human characteristics.


Andre Alexis’ novel, Fifteen Dogs, has its moments of elevated hopefulness. Before diving into the storylines of two dogs whose intelligence leads them towards meaningful lives, I must pause to reflect on what I feel is a major weakness of the novel, a tragedy wrought by the author’s hand.
Among the dogs there are five females, only three of which live much beyond the initial escape and the first twenty pages of the novel. Yet the narrative perspective never enters the minds of these female dogs. They are described only externally by the narrating voice or by the male dogs. Given the philosophical tone of the story, a huge absence is felt of the female voice responding to the moral and social issues the dogs face.
Two of the dogs, Bella and Athena, bond almost as sisters. So why is this relationship, this unique sense of loyalty, never explored in first-person narration? Without the female voice, we’re not even sure how the females refer to themselves or one another. When Atticus, alpha of the pack, develops a confusing attachment to Rosie, a German Shepherd, the question of “could it be love?” cannot be answered because we never get to look into Rosie’s mind, and never attain her opinion of their relationship.
If this crucial missing character is at all redeemed, it is through the relationship that Majnoun, the black-haired poodle, forms with a human woman, Nira. Rescuing Majnoun and tending to him after a serious injury, Nira proves to be a respectful master. After the initial surprise of realizing his intelligence and ability to mimic some English words, she thoughtfully communicates with him. She has the magical opportunity of being able to speak with her dog and have them understand one another, and through their dialogue she shares her views on stories, god, power, and love. As Majnoun’s understanding of the confusing nuances of human language deepens, the two develop the intimacy of confidants. As the best of friends do, they learn about each other on their own terms, respecting the differences in their values, and share a strong sense of loyalty that weaves their fates together.
In my eyes, Majnoun’s story represents the pinnacle of fulfilling social integration, finding a sense of belonging and friendship, while the story of Prince, a mutt who composes poetry, exemplifies meaningful introspection, a mastery of language, and the achievement of self-affirmation: deeply-felt satisfaction in recognizing your own value.
As someone who enjoys poetry, I became particularly fond of Prince’s storyline. The novel is interspersed with his playful experiments in the dogs’ new language. The poems generally depict what you would expect a dog to value: visceral illustrations of the sights, smells, sounds, and textures of nature, but with the self-conscious touch of his new awareness of time and death.
As another treat, each poem contains a hidden message. Initially, a message only stood out to me in one poem, and it wasn’t until I reached the novel’s endnote, which describes the genre of the poems, that I went back and searched through each poem more thoroughly. To give away only a hint, I’ll tell you about two effects that made this treasure-hunt fun. The first is that uncovering the message requires you to read the poems aloud, drawing out the syllables until the words blend and lose their individual meaning. To eavesdroppers, my recitation must have sounded like growling and as incoherent as the language of dogs. The second effect is that the hidden words reveal an endearing quality of the poems that underscores the connection Prince feels to his pack-mates despite the tragedy that befalls them.
When the dogs are eventually separated from one another, and Prince finds himself alone near the end of his life, he begins to worry that his way of speaking and his poetry will die with him. He believes that he will leave no legacy, and yet Prince nurtures a sense of self-affirmation, recognizing that his unique identity, perspective, and poetry are dear to himself. Dogs can be a source of unconditional love, and with that same affection, Prince is an example of how someone can come to find value and love in themselves.
In Fifteen Dogs, life is sweepingly depicted as violent, chaotic, and tragic. Yet the potential for happiness that human consciousness nurtures is so precious that even the gods are captivated by it. I’m willing to wager that you will be captivated, too.



Greek Tragedy sets the tone of this book.

Alexis’s heart stays close to his classical inspiration. The leader of the dog pack is named Atticus (literally, man of Attica, the region around Athens), the namesake of the Platonist philosopher with very strict notions of heresy and correctness.

Atticus wants to go back to dogs ways

Fifteen Dogs belongs to the Homeric Epic tradition of pitting mortals against gods and fate. Death comes to us all, except for the gods who wager on it.

Poodles are very intelligent dogs – majnoun 

Most significantly, Alexis’s premise does not suggest that dogs suddenly have the ability to talk to humans, Dr. Doolittle-style; most of them never learn to speak English or any human language. The dogs learn to talk to each other, in a language invented and understood only by dogs with human-level intelligence. For the most part, they communicate less successfully with humans than ordinary dogs do

Dogs have a difficult time understanding humans

Language gives the dogs the ability to think — the capacity for self-awareness

For Alexis, language is the lens by which we make sense of our lives, the means to both appreciate it and transcend it.

In their world, the dogs struggle to communicate with people, to find joy, comfort, or kindness.

Still today we often set human lives high above all others in an act of either unconscious or conscious narcissism based on a variety of reasons, ranging from the superiority of human rationality to our deep range for human creativity and emotion in our relationships and with ourselves.

Alexis challenges this hierarchy of valued experience by constructing several scenarios in which commonly treasured human experiences are posed as at least arbitrarily constructed if not corrupt and troublesome. Each dog continues to develop a different relationship with their newly acquired language. The three most important and distinct uses of language can be simplified to rhetoric, literature, and politics. Benjy makes peace with language for his own selfish means in forming beneficial relationships with humans, Atticus and his followers, in their suppression of English, winds up creating a new language as an “imitation of an imitation of dogs,” and Prince uses language primarily express his experience in the world through a creative means, specifically poetry. All the dogs, with the exception of Prince, die unhappy with the changes in their life caused by human intelligence.

However, when created and expressed by dogs, who do not naturally have abstract thoughts, poetry is essentially useless an insult to clarity–clarity as in power. To the majority of minds, it seems that poetry is distracting and serves as the perfect example to demonstrate how misleading human language can be compared to the direct and straightforward language and tradition of dogs; it also becomes a threat to the community and change from old tradition and knowledge. This representational system of metaphors and similes and words, in general, is a faulty engine to human language.



People often treat their dogs as four-legged people possessing a certain extent of human emotions and understanding, such that they hug their dogs to express love; there is no guarantee that the hug translates into dog language as a loving gesture rather than a spontaneous, intruding one. This book has helped me realized that I am so often within my own head, projecting my experience of the world onto others, assuming that others also experience my perceptions the way I do. There is, of course, a certain degree to which you can assume that there is shared experience among people and animals, people and other people, or animals and other animals, but it is more accurate to assume that experience is individual. There is less room for misjudging and much more room for understanding how far the world extends beyond our own lives.



Alexis' canine characters aren't merely pulling off talking-dog acts; he does try to imagine a different species endowed with human consciousness. Plausibly, some human concepts and behavior continue to be incomprehensible to the dogs, who continue to see things from their vantage point. Used to relationships that are structured entirely around the concept of status, they don't readily understand human reactions in many circumstances. Or, on a more basic level, they can't understand human cleaning-fastidiousness -- why would anyone wash dishes when they could let all that goodness accumulate ?





The novel is written fairly sparsely, which I do not mean as a detriment at all. The simple, stark sentences convey great imagery and expression, and each word feels carefully chosen. Given that the definition of a fable is a story with animals as characters, used to convey a moral, I suppose this could fit into the category. But the moral is not an easy conclusion to draw, because this is a complex tale with intricate characters, and is more compelling than a typical fable or apologue.



And I don’t think victim is too strong of a word to use for the dogs. They struggle with their new consciousness, aware that they have lost an essential ‘dogness’, and it is not easy for them to understand the new problems that confront them. Before the wager, none of the dogs ever thought of death, or the meaning of life, or wondered if it is right to kill a squirrel.
Some of them cope by discovering the beauty of the world, particularly through language, most notably Prince, the dog who becomes a poet. The poems are beautiful and beg to be read aloud, especially because they are written in a genre of poetry called oulipo, invented by François Le Lionnais. Each poem contains the name of one of the dogs, if it is read aloud. 

Another dog, Benjy, a beagle, copes by being wily and clever. Some might argue that Benjy becomes the most human of all the dogs, because he can be selfish, and he learns how to scheme and plan in a way that goes directly against the instinctual manner of dogs. And yet, he ends up not being free of instinct in the end, after all.
Atticus, the mastiff referenced in the poem above, discovers spiritualism as he struggles with leadership of the pack. With a notion that a pure, ideal dog must be one without the flaws of thought, he begins to pray. In an elegant metaphor for the unwanted changes wrought in the dogs, Atticus imagines “this dog existing without red; that is, without the colour the dogs had gained in their change of thinking” (pg 96).



Each dog puzzles to a greater or lesser extent over the question of dog identity and the value of belonging. Male/female hierarchies are viewed as natural by the dogs, so that when they observe humans, they see the same hierarchies.


Trinidad, the way Trinidadians speak, the rhythms of storytelling, the repetitions, the simplicity of language

Themes
· Humanity, emotion
· Intelligence
· Meaning of life
· Consciousness
· Fate 
· Death
· Human animal relaitonships

Text
· Skillfully written
· Simple, concise, elaborate
· Conveys meanings well


Themes
· [bookmark: _GoBack]The main theme of the book is bond and friendship, having better friendships/relationships gave the dogs a better life 
· Lanaguage is important as communication between the dogs is a vital thing
· Poetry due to the dogs love for it in particular prince, is comforting
· Death because of its overall purpose to the gods
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