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I have a bone to pick with the president-elect. Like 52 percent of the electorate, I voted for Barack Obama last November and have been impressed with his cabinet choices, his calm intelligence, and his vast knowledge of just about everything—from GM executive compensation to farm subsidies to terrorist activity in Waziristan. The man is informed and conversant on just about everything—everything that is except dogs. It is this one area of appalling ignorance that this month’s column addresses and seeks to remedy.

The Evidence. A couple of years ago when his daughters Malia and Sasha were 8 and 6, Obama promised them a puppy when and if he were elected president. Had my father told me that when I was a youngster, I would have been really upset; but the Obama girls seemed to take it in stride. 

Now, it isn’t that I believe dog ownership is for everyone, or that the decision to adopt a canine member into the family is a commitment to be taken lightly, but I think the standard Barack and presumably Michelle set was unreasonably high.

If everyone accepted such a stringent requirement for dog ownership, there would have been a maximum of only 43 dog-owning households in the country since the founding of the Republic, and given the life span of dogs and the unfortunate fact that Bill Clinton’s Lab, Buddy, was hit and killed by a car, probably the only living family dog would be George W. Bush’s Scottie, Barney.

Can you imagine the mayhem that would result were dog ownership confined to U.S. presidents? Animal shelters would be hopelessly dog-jammed, more than 3 million professional dog breeders and service industry workers would be unemployed (dog food manufacturers, dog toy makers, dog show suppliers, collar and leash sellers), and the annual Westminster Dog Show would have no competitors and worse, no advertisers. 

Our brightest students would have to become MDs instead of veterinarians. And without breeders and dog clubs culling and purifying their stock, all dogs would revert to the wild state and become like subcontinental pye dogs, identical in appearance and roaming the roads and byways in snarling packs.

Having succumbed to dog acquisition, the president-elect and his wife have declared they do not wish to move too hastily and plan to “settle in” to their new home before adopting a pup. Michelle predicts it will be “late spring or early summer” when the chosen First Pet actually comes to the White House. You’d think they were setting up a colonoscopy appointment or choosing a date to enter the Witness Protection Program. But this really isn’t the end of the world as they know it.

As I understand it, while Barack is being sworn in at noon on Jan. 20, an army of hefty men will be moving the Bushes’ belongings out of the White House and the Obamas’ in—including hanging the pictures and sorting the socks. I mean, does Michelle really think that dog-walking duty will fall on her—that she'll have to interrupt her schedule to take a puppy for frequent walks across the street in Lafayette Park? I suspect they’ll be getting a little help.

And then there’s the problem with Malia’s allergy. This restricts the choice to 47 “hypoallergenic” breeds, none of which avoid the problem entirely. The best deterrent to dog allergies, in my view, is to bring a baby home from the hospital into a dog-owning home—working on the theory that Mexicans don’t suffer from Montezuma’s Revenge when they grow up drinking the water. In the U.S., an estimated 10 million people have pet allergies, and 25 percent of them choose to live with their dogs and cats anyway.

I think this is one of the reasons my letters to the Obama Transition team suggesting a non-hypoallergenic Basset Hound as the perfect pet went unanswered. High in the running among the Obamas’ preferences, I understand, is the hybrid Labradoodle, though an almost shedless Xoloitzcuintli might also fill the bill.

Dogs and Politics. Not only Blue Dog and Yellow Dog Democrats, but any elected official who ignores the parallels between dogdom and politics does so at his or her own peril. The much-ballyhooed Bradley Effect is a case in point. This electoral phenomenon occurs when respondents tell pollsters they are going to vote one way, the socially correct way, but in the privacy of the voting booth, select another candidate altogether. 
For instance, they say they plan to vote for an African-American or Latino or female candidate so that pollsters won't think they are prejudiced, but, actually being prejudiced, they cast their ballots for Caucasians, or non-Latinos, or males once they're behind the curtain. The theory gets its name from Tom Bradley, a Black candidate who ran for governor of California in 1982, and lost the race despite being well ahead in the polls going into the election.
Basset Hound owners are well aware of the Bradley Effect. The apparently popular breed is the most successful advertising symbol on the planet, representing Hush Puppies and the Maytag Man, among others. They should have won countless Oscars and Emmys for star performances and cameos in Dukes of Hazzard (Flash); Colombo (Dog); That’s So Raven (Sam); and Judging Amy (Socrates), and scores of others. The penguin Opus in the cartoon Bloom County is reportedly modeled on a Basset. Elvis sang “You Ain’t Nuthin’ but a ….” to one on Ed Sullivan.
You cannot take a Basset out in public without gathering a cluster of oohing-and-aahing admirers—babes in arms, children, otherwise surly teens, men, women, otherwise surly seniors. 

Everyone is enthralled by the funny, sweet-tempered Basset. When you take a stroll with a Basset, especially a puppy, fans follow you down the street like the Pied Piper. One of our favorite party guests refuses to mingle with other invitees, but discretely seats himself for the entire evening by Sluggo, our male Basset, for the sheer joy of his company.

But when it comes time to adopt a dog, the Bradley Effect kicks in—and the false Basset aficionados fall by the wayside, opting for the Shih-Tzu, Pug, Maltese, or the ever “in” Golden Retriever. It’s not surprising that I got no response to my letters to the Obamas urging them to adopt a Basset. Sadly, America is rife with Breed Bias—and the Obamas share the prejudice. 

Dog Behavior as Foreign Policy Metaphor. As scholars of the Soviet Union and then Russia back in our professional lives, my husband and I often lamented US policymakers’ failure to grasp the true nature of that huge country as they attempted to anticipate and interpret its actions. Not only did we research and study its history and political machinations, we also admired its art and literature, traditions of dance and music, and were fond of many people we knew there.

Clearly, in most ways, Russia must be treated and regarded like the family dog. You love this creature who plays a big role in your life. Probably you let your pets share the food from your table, snuggle with your children, or sleep in your bed. You cut their nails and take them in for their shots, and give them their monthly heartworm pill—looking after them just like a member of your family. 
¶But then you get that long-awaited new rug for the dining room, and Sluggo immediately runs over and messes on it. Or Ruby bites the neighbor’s new puppy. Or Charlotte gets out the gate and tears down the street when you’re already 10 minutes late to a wedding. And you think, “Gee, they’re not acting like family members after all. They’re really dogs!”

Russia’s like that. You go see Tchaikovsky’s “Nutcracker” ballet, or read Tolstoy’s War and Peace, or drink an ice-cold shot of Stoli, or look into Vladimir Putin’s eyes and see his soul—and you think, “Wow, what a country! We have a lot in common.” 
¶And then they send troops into Georgia, or Chechnya, or Afghanistan, or Hungary, or Czechoslovakia, to name a few. Or they refuse to condemn Iran’s nuclear program or to join NATO. And you realize, “Gee, Russia isn’t acting like a peace-loving ally after all. It’s really a power-hungry, independent nation acting in its own best interest—which isn’t ours!" 

The Solution. What the Obama administration and this country really need, given the president elect’s obvious lack of expertise in the area, is a Dog Czar, or even a cabinet-level Secretary of Canine Affairs. Recognition of canine issues is long overdue, in as much as almost every president, from George Washington and his first-generation American Fox Hounds on down, has brought his dogs to power with him. A variety of the Rat Terrier breed is named after one of it’s famous fans, President Teddy Roosevelt; Checkers, an American Cocker Spaniel, helped save Richard Nixon’s vice presidential candidacy; and Herbert Hoover shared the White House with ten dogs.

Last week I wrote a third letter to Obama, this time proposing that I be named as the first Canine Affairs Secretary, or barring that, Dog Czarina. I figure I could do most of my work from home via computer and conference call. They could send out a limo from time to time for essential White House meetings. I’ve already placed an Ebay bid on an inaugural pants suit.

Some may question whether I could survive the vetting process. Believe me, when you have three dogs you have plenty of first-hand vetting experience. Just this past months, I was at the vet’s office in Woodstock four times and spent more than $700!

In my letter of application to Obama, I explained that among the policies I am committed to are authorizing standard $1200 Federal tax deductions per Basset Hound for up to four per household and a national veterinary healthcare system. I concluded by stating that while I would focus special attention on US breeds ranking below the top 25 in popularity (Bassets rank 29th) and would target dogs falling within the lowest of the four intelligence categories (Bassets, followed by Beagles, Blood Hounds, and Afghan Hounds, among others), I would be a staunch guardian of the rights and freedoms of all Canine-Americans.

