How were dogs domesticated?
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  In an effort to find out how wild animals were originally domesticated, 
  Russian scientist, D. K. Belyaev and his colleagues conducted studies 
  using captive silver foxes.  They set out to systematically breed them for 
  tameness and succeeded dramatically.  By mating together the tamest 
  individuals of each generation, Belyaev, within 20 years, produced foxes that 
 behaved like Border collies, actively seeking human company and wagging their tails when approached.  That is not very surprising, although the speed with which it happened may be.  Less expected were the by-products of selection for tameness.  These genetically tamed foxes not only behaved like collies, they looked like collies. They grew black-and-white patches and muzzles.  Instead of the characteristic pricked ears of a wild fox, they developed “lovable” floppy ears.  Their reproductive hormone balance changed, and they assumed the habit of breeding all the year round instead of in a breeding season.  Probably associated with their lower aggression, they were found to contain higher levels of the neurally active chemical serotonin.  It took only 20 years to turn foxes into “dogs” by artificial selection.  (“Dogs” in quotes because our domestic dogs are not descended from foxes, but instead are descended from wolves.)
No doubt the original story of the evolution of dogs from wolves was similar to the new one simulated by Belyaev with foxes, with the difference that Belyaev was breeding for tameness deliberately.  Our ancestors did it inadvertently, and it probably happened several times, independently in different parts of the world.  Perhaps initially, wolves took to scavenging around human encampments.  Humans have found such scavengers a convenient means of refuse disposal, and they may also have valued them as watchdogs, and even as warm sleep comforters.  If this amicable scenario sounds surprising, reflect that the medieval legend of wolves as mythic symbols of terror coming out of the forest was born of ignorance.  Our wild ancestors, living in more open country, would have known better.  Indeed, they evidently did know better, because they ended up domesticating the wolf, thereby making the loyal, trusted dog.
    From the wolf’s point of view human camps provided rich pickings for a scavenger, and the individuals most likely to benefit were those whose serotonin levels and other brain characteristics (propensity to tameness) happened to make them feel at home with humans.  Several writers have speculated, plausibly enough, about orphaned cubs being adopted as pets by children.  Experiments have shown that domestic dogs are better than wolves at “reading” the expressions on human faces.  This is presumably an inadvertent consequence of our mutualistic evolution over many generations.  At the same time we read their faces, and dog facial expressions have become more human-like than those of wolves, because of inadvertent selection by humans.  This is presumably why we think wolves look sinister while dogs look loving, guilty, soppy and so on.  
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Source:  Dawkins, Richard.  The Ancestor’s Tale,  Houghton Mifflin, New York. 2004, pp. 29-30


