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UNDERSTANDING THE DEEPER MEANING OF "DOG IN
A MANGER"

The phrase "meaning of dog in a manger" refers to a well-
known  idiom  that  describes  a  person  who  selfishly  prevents
others from using or enjoying something that they themselves
have no use for.  This expression, which has been part of the
English language for centuries, paints a vivid picture of spiteful
behavior  that  many  people  recognize  from  their  own  life
experiences.  At  its  core,  the idiom captures  a  deeply  human
tendency toward possessiveness that serves no practical purpose
other  than  to  deny  others  a  benefit  they  could  have  easily
received. The phrase has remained relevant across generations
because it describes a form of behavior that is both irrational and
all too common.
When we talk about the dog in the manger meaning, we are
referring to someone who acts out of pure obstructionism. They
do not want the item, opportunity, or advantage for themselves,
but they are determined that nobody else should have it either.
This  behavior  is  distinct  from  simple  selfishness  because  it

involves  no  personal  gain  whatsoever.  Instead,  the  only
satisfaction the person derives comes from the frustration and
disappointment of others. Understanding the full weight of this
idiom  requires  examining  its  origins,  its  psychological
underpinnings,  and  the  many  ways  it  manifests  in  modern
society.

THE ORIGIN OF THE IDIOM: AN ANCIENT FABLE

The dog in the manger story traces its roots back to ancient
Greece. It is attributed to Aesop, the famous storyteller who lived
around 600 BCE. Aesop's fables have been passed down through
oral tradition and written records for more than two millennia,
and this particular tale remains one of the most enduring. The
fable  is  simple  but  powerful.  It  tells  the  story  of  a  dog that
chooses to lie down in a manger filled with hay.  When the oxen
return from working in the fields and approach the manger to eat
their meal, the dog snarls, growls, and snaps at them, refusing to
let them near the hay.
The irony of the situation is striking. The dog has no need for hay.
As  a  carnivore,  it  cannot  eat  grass  or  grain.  The  hay  offers  the
dog no nutritional value and serves no purpose for its comfort
beyond being a place to rest. Yet the dog aggressively defends
this resource against the oxen, who are hungry, exhausted, and

https://www.everybodystreet.com/


2

2 Meaning Of Dog In A Manger 2024-01-15

entirely dependent on that hay for their  sustenance. The dog
gains nothing from this behavior. It does not eat the hay. It does
not become stronger or wealthier. It simply enjoys the feeling of
control and the power to deny others what they need.

How the Fable Traveled
Through History
This  ancient  story found its  way into European literature and
culture through various translations and adaptations. The phrase
"dog in the manger" began appearing in English texts as early as
the 16th century. It was used by writers such as John Heywood in
his collection of proverbs and later by William Shakespeare in his
play King Henry VIII, where the character of Cardinal Wolsey uses
the  expression  to  describe  someone  who  is  obstructive  and
unreasonable. Over time, the literal story became less important
than the  figurative  meaning it  conveyed,  and the  idiom entered
the common vocabulary of English speakers around the world.
The dog in the manger meaning in English  has remained
remarkably stable over the centuries.  It  continues to describe
people who are spiteful, possessive, and irrational in their refusal
to share resources. The idiom has also been adopted in other
languages,  with similar  phrases appearing in French,  Spanish,
German, and many other tongues, demonstrating the universal
recognition of this particular form of human folly.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL ROOTS OF THIS BEHAVIOR

Understanding the meaning of dog in a manger behavior
requires looking at the psychological factors that drive people to
act  in  such  seemingly  irrational  ways.  Psychologists  and
behavioral  economists  have  studied  this  phenomenon
extensively.  They  have  found  that  spiteful  behavior  is  often
rooted in a combination of  envy,  fear of  losing status,  and a
distorted sense of fairness. When a person believes that others
gaining something would somehow diminish their own standing,
even if they do not want that thing for themselves, they may
resort to blocking others from having it.

The Role of Envy and
Resentment
Envy plays a central role in this behavior. The dog in the manger
does not want the hay, but it does not want the oxen to have it
either.  This  is  spite  driven  by  envy  of  the  oxen's  potential
satisfaction. The dog sees that the oxen will derive pleasure and
benefit from the hay, and rather than allowing that to happen, it
chooses to prevent it. This is a form of zero-sum thinking where
any gain for someone else feels like a loss to the person who is
blocking them, even when no actual loss is involved.
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Fear of Loss and Status
Anxiety
Another  factor  is  status  anxiety.  Some people  believe  that  if
others gain access to resources, opportunities, or advantages,
their own relative position in the social hierarchy will decline. This
is not about the resource itself but about social comparison. The
dog in the manger may not care about hay in any practical sense,
but the dog cares deeply about who has power over the hay. By
controlling access to the hay, the dog asserts dominance over the
oxen, and that feeling of dominance is more important than any
material benefit.

Irrational possessiveness
Possessiveness  can  also  become irrational.  People  sometimes
develop attachments to things they do not use simply because
they own them or have control over them. Letting go, sharing, or
allowing  others  to  benefit  feels  like  a  loss  of  identity  or  control.
This  is  why  we  see  people  hoarding  items  they  never  use,
refusing  to  sell  property  they  have  abandoned,  or  blocking
projects that would benefit the community but require giving up
some personal claim. The dog in the manger idiom perfectly
captures this irrational possessiveness.

REAL-WORLD EXAMPLES OF DOG IN THE MANGER
BEHAVIOR

The dog in the manger meaning comes to life when we look at
real-world  examples  across  different  domains  of  human activity.
This  behavior  is  not  confined  to  ancient  fables  or  theoretical
psychology.  It  happens  every  day  in  workplaces,  families,
communities, and even at the level of national politics.

In the Workplace
Consider  a  manager  who  holds  onto  a  talented  employee,
refusing to let them transfer to another department where their
skills  are  desperately  needed.  The  manager  does  not  have
meaningful work for the employee, but they refuse to let them go
because they do not want another manager to benefit.  This is  a
classic dog in the manger scenario. The manager gains nothing
from keeping the employee idle, but the satisfaction of denying
another  department  success  outweighs  any  practical
consideration.
Another  workplace  example  involves  employees  who  hoard
information or resources that they do not use. A worker might
keep files, contacts, or tools locked away even though they have
no current use for them, simply because sharing would make a
colleague more successful. This behavior damages team morale
and  organizational  productivity,  yet  it  persists  because  the
emotional  payoff  of  obstructing  others  feels  rewarding  to  the
person  doing  it.
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In Families and
Relationships
Family dynamics often produce dog in the manger behavior. A
parent might hold onto a property that they never use, refusing
to sell it or give it to a child who could use it. An ex-spouse might
block  the  sale  of  a  shared  asset  not  because  they  want  it
themselves,  but  simply  because  they  do  not  want  the  other
person  to  benefit  from  the  proceeds.  These  behaviors  cause
lasting  resentment  and  damage  relationships  that  could
otherwise  be  repaired  through  generosity  and  cooperation.

In Business and
Competition
Companies sometimes engage in dog in the manger tactics. A
business might acquire patents, licenses, or resources that it has
no  intention  of  using,  purely  to  prevent  competitors  from
accessing them. While some forms of competitive strategy are
legitimate, this specific behavior crosses into spiteful obstruction.
It does not create value for the company holding the resource,
but  it  does  deny  value  to  others,  which  some  executives
mistakenly view as a form of success.

In Politics and Public Policy
At  the  political  level,  dog  in  the  manger  behavior  can  have
serious  consequences  for  entire  populations.  Politicians  might
block  infrastructure  projects,  funding  allocations,  or  policy
changes not because they oppose them on principle, but because
they do not  want  the  opposing party  to  claim credit  for  the
benefits. This type of obstructionism wastes public resources and
prevents  progress  on  issues  that  affect  millions  of  people.  The
dog in the manger fable offers a clear moral warning about the
costs of such behavior.

HOW TO RECOGNIZE AND ADDRESS THIS BEHAVIOR

Now that we understand the meaning of dog in a manger, the
next step is learning how to recognize it in ourselves and others
and how to address it constructively. This behavior is often subtle
and can be rationalized by the person engaging in it. They may
claim  they  are  protecting  their  interests,  following  rules,  or
standing on principle, when in fact they are simply being spiteful.

Signs to Watch For
There are several warning signs that indicate dog in the manger
behavior. First, look for situations where someone blocks access
to a resource they do not use and have no realistic plan to use.
Second,  notice  whether  the  person  offers  any  logical  reason  for
their  refusal  that  relates  to  their  own  needs.  If  the  only
explanation involves preventing others from benefiting, then you
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are  likely  dealing  with  this  behavior.  Third,  pay  attention  to
emotional responses. A person who becomes angry or defensive
when asked to share something they do not need is revealing
their true motives.

Strategies for Dealing with
It

Appeal to reason: Sometimes people do not realize how
irrational their behavior appears. Calmly pointing out that
they have no use for the resource and that blocking others
creates no benefit for anyone can sometimes break
through the emotional barrier.
Offer incentives: Occasionally, providing a small incentive
can encourage a person to release their hold on something
they do not need. This is not ideal, but it can be practical in
situations where the resource is important to others.
Find alternative paths: If a person is blocking access to
something, look for other ways to achieve the same goal.
Bypassing the obstruction rather than confronting it directly
can be more effective.
Name the behavior: Sometimes, simply identifying the
behavior as dog in the manger can be powerful. The idiom
has such a clear and negative connotation that most people
do not want to be associated with it.
Set boundaries: If a person persistently engages in this
behavior, it may be necessary to limit their power to block

others. This could mean changing rules, redistributing
authority, or creating oversight mechanisms.

THE CULTURAL LEGACY OF THE FABLE

The dog in the manger meaning has left a lasting mark on
literature, art, and everyday language. The fable has been retold
in  countless  versions,  adapted  for  children's  books,  and
referenced  in  films,  television  shows,  and  political  speeches.  Its
enduring popularity speaks to the universality of the behavior it
describes.
In literature, the phrase appears in works by authors such as
George Orwell,  who used it  in  his  essays to  criticize  political
obstructionism,  and  in  the  writings  of  Charles  Dickens,  who
applied  it  to  characters  who  hoarded  wealth  they  had  no
intention of using. The idiom has also found its way into business
literature,  where it  is  used to warn against  counterproductive
competitive behavior that harms everyone.
The fable has also inspired visual art. Paintings and illustrations
of the dog lying in the manger while the oxen look on with hunger
and frustration have been created by artists across different eras.
These visual representations help cement the image in the public
imagination, making the idiom more memorable and powerful.

LESSONS WE CAN LEARN FROM THE FABLE

The dog in a manger meaning offers several important lessons
for living a more generous and cooperative life. The fable reminds
us  that  possession  without  use  is  wasteful  and  that  denying
others  access  to  what  they  need  is  morally  questionable,
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especially when we gain nothing from the denial.
One of the most important lessons is about self-awareness. We
should  regularly  ask  ourselves  whether  we  are  holding  onto
things  we  do  not  need  and  whether  our  refusal  to  share  is
motivated by genuine need or by spite. This kind of honest self-
reflection can help us avoid becoming the dog in the manger in
our own lives.

Another lesson is about the value of generosity. When we share
resources  we  do  not  need,  we  build  goodwill,  strengthen
relationships, and contribute to a more cooperative environment.
The oxen in the fable would have been grateful to the dog if it
had  simply  moved  aside.  Instead,  the  dog  earned  their
resentment and hatred. Generosity, by contrast, earns gratitude
and respect.
The fable also


