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ingly aggressive actions such as baring
teeth, growling or biting, his compan-
ions demonstrate submission or avoid-
ance only around 15 percent of the time,
which suggests they trust the bow’s mes-
sage that whatever follows is meant in
fun. Trust in one another’s honest com-
munication is vital for a smoothly func-
tioning social group.

Mind your manners. Animals con-
sider their play partners’ abilities and
engage in self-handicapping and role re-
versing to create and maintain equal
footing. For instance, a coyote might not
bite her play partner as hard as she can,
handicapping herself to keep things fair.
And a dominant pack member might
perform a role reversal, rolling over on

When an animal misbehaves or accidentally hurts his play
partner, he apologizes—just like a human would.

her back (a sign of submission that she
would never offer during real aggres-
sion) to let her lower-status play partner
take a turn at “winning” (above). Hu-
man children also behave this way when
they play, for instance, taking turns
overpowering each other in a mock
wrestling match. [For more on child-
hood play, see “The Serious Need for
Play,” by Melinda Wenner; SCIENTIFIC
AMERICAN MIND, February/March
2009.] By keeping things fair in this
manner, every member of the group can
play with every other member, building
bonds that keep the group cohesive and
strong.

Admit when you are wrong. Even
when everyone wants to keep things fair,
play can sometimes get out of hand.
When an animal misbehaves or acciden-
tally hurts his play partner, he apologiz-
es—just like a human would. After an
intense bite, a bow sends the message,
“Sorry I bit you so hard—this is still play
regardless of what I just did. Don’t leave;
I’ll play fair.” For play to continue, the
other individual must forgive the wrong-
doing. And forgiveness is almost always
offered; understanding and tolerance

are abundant during play as well as in
daily pack life.

Be honest. An apology, like an invita-
tion to play, must be sincere—individuals
who continue to play unfairly or send
dishonest signals will quickly find them-
selves ostracized. This has far greater
consequences than simply reduced play-
time; for instance, Bekoff’s long-term
field research shows that juvenile coyotes
who do not play fair often end up leaving
their pack and are up to four times more
likely to die than those individuals who
remain with others. Violating social
norms, established during play, is not
good for perpetuating one’s genes.

Fair play, then, can be understood as
an evolved adaptation that allows indi-
viduals to form and maintain social
bonds. Canids, like humans, form intri-
cate networks of social relationships
and live by rules of conduct that main-

tain a stable society, which is necessary
to ensure the survival of each individual.
Basic rules of fairness guide social play,
and similar rules are the foundation for
fairness among adults. This moral intel-
ligence, so evident in both wild canines
and in domesticated dogs, probably
closely resembles that of our early hu-
man ancestors. And it may have been
just this sense of right and wrong that
allowed human societies to flourish and
spread across the world. M
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