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PREFACE




    The famous Dutch biologist Midas Dekkers was once asked what he would say to his cat if he could ask her just one question. Dekkers replied, “Are you happy?” He is not the only one to ponder this question. Every cat owner would like to have a happy cat in their home.




    How can you tell if a cat is happy? This, it turns out, is not a simple matter. We think of cats as beautiful, unique, elegant, and cuddly, but they are also mysterious, unpredictable, and even absolutely incomprehensible. Cats are not very communicative. It is not for nothing that there are countless books about the enigma of cats, and the internet is full of stories about cats and their behavior.




    The answer is simple: You make a cat happy by getting to know him. Once you understand him better, you will know what your cat really needs in his day-to-day life. You might think that he will automatically be happy if you transform your house into a kitty playground, keep the house at the ideal temperature, and buy the perfect collection of toys. However, it is much more important to look at your cat’s needs from the perspective of his natural behavior. Lest we forget: Cats will be cats!




    That is precisely what this book is about: How can you ensure that your cat can be herself? For this book I took a deep dive into the literature, critically reading countless books and recent scientific articles. I have translated this information into practical, actionable tips and insights about your cat. Your cat’s body language and senses, how to interact with your cat (or “catiquette”), relationships between cats, and the importance of play are just a few of the topics covered. This book will answer many of your questions about your cat.




    I hope this book inspires you to look at your cat in a new light and to understand him (even better). After all, you would do anything for your cat’s well-being and happiness, wouldn’t you?


  




  

    
Part 1




    What is a cat?
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    How Does A Cat Perceive The World?




    A cat is a hunter, there is no doubt about that. The fact that she is a hunter determines her behavior, her appearance, and how she perceives the world. How she sees the world, in turn, determines how she reacts to you. Many misunderstandings between humans and cats arise because we do not actually have the foggiest idea how a cat perceives her surroundings. For us, sight is very important, and we communicate with others primarily by talking. For a cat, scent is paramount, and he communicates primarily with body language.




    You can understand your cat’s behavior much better if you know how his senses work.




    smell




    Smell is the most important sense for a cat, and a cat’s sense of smell is much better than ours. Scientists don’t know exactly how many different scents a cat can distinguish, but there must be thousands.




    A cat can “smell” in two different ways.




    Nose




    The nose is used to detect scents in the environment: food, prey, other animals, and the like. A cat is so good at distinguishing between different smells that a recent article suggested cats could possibly be trained for search-and-rescue operations. Their smaller size and flexibility would allow cats access to places where a search-and-rescue dog can’t go (Shreve & Udell, 2017).




    Cats can probably also recognize chemical changes in their owners’ bodies. Just think of cats who respond differently to a woman when she is pregnant!




    
Mouth




    Apart from her nose, a cat has an additional scent organ to perceive pheromones (as opposed to other scents), called the vomeronasal organ or Jacobson’s organ. It is a split in the roof of the mouth, directly behind the front teeth. Perhaps you’ve seen your cat sniff an object and then open her mouth, making a face as if disgusted. This is called the flehmen response and it actually opens the vomeronasal organ. A cat will do this only when she is triggered by a particular smell, usually urine.




    Why cats have these two different olfactory systems is not yet one hundred percent clear, but we know that a cat’s vomeronasal organ is devoted exclusively to analyzing the smells of other cats.
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    The flehmen response




    Pheromones




    Animals use pheromones to communicate with each other or to evoke a specific reaction. Pheromones are “species-specific,” that is, cats can only detect the pheromones of other cats. A cat emits pheromones from scent glands located on her head (under the chin, near the cheeks, at the corners of the mouth, and near the ears), between her toes, around her anus, and where her back meets her tail. Urine also contains pheromones.




    Sniffing




    Cats often preface their interactions by sniffing each other, even if they have known one another a long time. That’s why it’s so important to help cats exchange smells as a first step when introducing a new cat to a group (see page 69). Cats recognize each other by their scents.




    Communication




    Cats communicate through smell—for example, by rubbing their cheeks or head along an object, scratching things, leaving their poop in a conspicuous place, and of course by spraying (see page 59).
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    A quick check to see who this other cat is




    The advantage of leaving your scent somewhere is that the “message” remains recognizable for a few days, even when you are not around. This makes sense considering cats’ evolution as solitary animals: Leaving your scent is a more effective way of communicating than, say, meowing: It’s like posting an ad on the grocery-store bulletin board. A cat in heat, for example, can make it clear that she’s on the prowl for a fine feline. A tomcat can smell that his arch enemy two yards over is ill (and thus perhaps vulnerable).
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    This cat is investigating the smells another cat has left behind




    Although cats live much more closely together today (by necessity) than they did thousands of years ago, scent is still their most important way to tell each other something. Evolutionary changes don’t happen very fast.




    hearing




    A cat’s ears are extraordinary. The triangular outer ear, or pinna, and the ridged inner ear function together as a type of complex amplifier. A cat can move her two ears independently and turn them nearly 180 degrees, enabling her to better locate her prey.




    Unsurprisingly, cats have a much keener sense of hearing than we do. A cat’s range—10.5 octaves versus a human’s 9.3 octaves—is the largest of any mammal’s. That might not seem like much more, but the difference lies in the sounds at the top and the bottom of the spectrum, which we can’t hear. The high frequencies, in the ultrasonic range, are particularly interesting: A cat can hear bats clicking and the high-pitched squeaking of mice, their natural prey.
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    The ridges inside a cat’s ear contribute to her keen hearing




    Thanks to her “amplifiers,” a cat can also hear the soft rustling noises of a mouse hidden in the grass. The drawback is that cats experience loud noises much more intensely than we do. It’s no wonder that so many cats are terribly frightened by fireworks.




    vision




    A cat’s eyes are relatively large in proportion to its head. This has one big disadvantage, namely, that they are harder to focus. Objects within about 1 foot of her nose are fuzzy to a cat; objects farther away than 18 feet or so are also blurry. A cat doesn’t need to see prey that far away. And because a cat does not see well close up, she uses her whiskers when catching prey (see page 8).




    A cat’s eyes also adapt to her environment. Cats who grow up indoors are often near-sighted, whereas outdoor cats are usually a bit far-sighted (Bradshaw, 2012).




    An outdoor cat catches many small prey animals (mice, birds) every day, so she sets out multiple times a day to hunt. She does this in broad daylight as well as at dusk and dawn, which requires some special adaptations.
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    At dusk, a cat’s pupils widen so they can absorb extra light. In addition, cats have a special layer behind the retina, the tapetum lucidum, that reflects light. You will see this light up, for example, when a cat looks into a car’s headlights at night. This adaptation helps the cat make the most of a small amount of light. A cat can’t see a thing when it is completely dark; there always has to be a source of light. In other words, cats are not truly nocturnal; they are regularly busy hunting or playing during the day.
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    The tapetum lucidum lights up when you use a flash




    Cats’ eyes have a relatively high number of light-sensitive cells (rods) but only two types of color-sensitive cells (cones). The rods ensure that the cat can spot rapid movements especially well and can see in the dark. On the other hand, they can absorb too much light during the day. To protect his eyes during the day, his pupils constrict to narrow slits.
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    Narrowed pupils protect a cat’s eyes from too much sunlight




    Being able to see movement is much more important to a cat than seeing colors. He only distinguishes between the colors blue and green. So you don’t need to worry at all about whether your cat likes the color of his litterbox or toys.




    Biologists discovered fairly recently that cats can see ultraviolet light. Until then, people thought that only insects (such as bees), fish, amphibians, reptiles, and a few particular mammals (mice, rats, and bats among them) could do so. It is not yet clear what advantage this offers to a cat.




    touch




    Cats have a highly developed sense of touch.
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    The short hairs between the toes make a cat’s feet very sensitive




    The soles of a cat’s feet are much more sensitive than you might think. This is because of the tiny hairs between her toes. A cat’s foot pads convey a lot of information to her: What sort of surface is she walking on, and is it firm enough for her to jump toward her prey? The cat may also feel the vibrations of prey scurrying across the ground. This sensitivity explains why a cat does not like to have her feet touched.
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Why doesn’t a cat see toys right in front of her face?




      A cat cannot see clearly from a short distance, and she barely sees any colors (she is better at observing movement). So, she will hardly notice a toy that does not move, especially against a background of a similar color.


    




    The whiskers are tactile organs, too, and communicate a lot of sensory information to a cat. Each whisker is embedded in a follicle that contains muscles, nerve receptors, and so on. The cat feels even the slightest touch.




    Because a cat’s whiskers are so sensitive, it is best to consider this when choosing a food and water bowl (see page 120). Some cats don’t like eating from a small bowl because their whiskers will brush against the sides. There is even a term for this: whisker stress.
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    When prey is within reach, a cat points her whiskers forward




    Whiskers are elemental to hunting. They come into play when a cat’s prey comes too close for her to see it clearly. At that moment, she sweeps her whiskers forward. When they touch her prey, her claws take over and grab it with deadly precision. Whiskers are very important to a cat: You must never clip them, even if they are very long.
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    You can easily see the vibrissae above this cat’s eyes




    Besides whiskers, a cat has other long hairs on her head called vibrissae. You can find them above the eyes and above the whiskers on either side. A cat also has a small group of hairs at the back of each front paw. These probably play a role in hunting: They are just as sensitive as the whiskers and help the cat detect his prey—especially when hunting at dusk. (Big cats that hunt only during the day, such as cheetahs, do not have these carpal vibrissae.)
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taste




    Cats have the reputation of being picky, and it’s true that they have specific dietary requirements. By nature, cats always catch live prey; they are not scavengers. Their sense of taste is not very acute, but the smell of food, of course, plays a big role. Cats seems to prefer smells that resemble meat—that is, foods with a lot of fat and protein.




    Like us, cats have taste buds on their tongue to detect certain basic flavors—sour, bitter, and salty. Unlike us, a cat cannot taste sweetness. Although some cats like to partake of pudding or whipped cream, being able to taste sweetness is of little value to a carnivore.




    Cats do taste bitterness, however. For example, they have many receptors that respond to quinine (the bitter taste in tonic). In nature, bitterness almost always indicates a toxic substance, so many animals avoid it.
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Does a cat use her whiskers to see if she fits somewhere?




      This is an oft-repeated theory, but is it true? After all, cats regularly get stuck in spaces that are too small. Also, the length of their whiskers is determined genetically. Some breeds don’t have whiskers, or have extremely short ones. It is more likely that whiskers play a role in navigation at dusk and in the dark.
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    What Your Cat Is Telling You: Body Language




    A cat is a hunter, there is no doubt about that. A cat communicates with other cats primarily through scent, but also through body language. An animal that lives a solitary life (as cats originally did) is vulnerable: If it gets injured in a fight and cannot hunt anymore, it’s finished. So, a cat will do everything in his power to avoid a fight with another cat, and a lot of his body language is aimed at keeping his distance from other cats. A good observer can recognize a cat’s intention from afar. If an enemy still comes too close, the cat can reinforce his body language by growling or snarling.




    Learning your cat’s body language is an important way to recognize how your cat is feeling. But cats don’t always make it easy for us to understand them, because the context in which they find themselves also plays a role!




    Eyes




    Pupil Size




    The size of a cat’s pupils provides a great example of the importance of context: A frightened cat has large pupils, but so does a cat in a dimly lit room. The latter case has nothing to do with fear; the pupils enlarge to absorb as much light as possible.




    When a cat has large pupils in a tense situation, he is clearly afraid or agitated.




    When cats are hunting or fighting, their pupils will suddenly widen just before they attack.
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Staring




    Staring is a form of aggression in cat language. Cats who do not like one another can stare at each other for a long time. Usually, this signals that a fight is about to break out. One of the cats might start walking away in slow motion to avoid a confrontation. (I discuss averting catfights on page 71.)




    Cats can stare at people, too, which is also often a prelude to aggression. Some people think it is a fun game to see who can last the longest without looking away, but a cat does not really think this is fun.
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Can you look at a cat?




      You may read somewhere on the internet that you shouldn’t look at a cat. That is nonsense, of course. A cat watches her surroundings closely by nature, and she looks at you to observe your behavior. A well-socialized cat will make eye contact with you, particularly if she wants something, such as food or attention. She knows exactly what she must do to make that happen.




      In our western culture, it is customary for people to look each other in the eyes when talking, but long “conversations” can be a bit too pushy for a cat. The precise line between looking and staring will differ from cat to cat.




      [image: Image]


    




    Blinking




    You can de-escalate tense situations with scared or aggressive cats by clearly looking away or turning your head. Another option is to slowly close your eyes and open them again, the “slow blink.” For a cat, this is a clear signal that you mean him no harm. If you do this a few times in a row, you may see that the cat blinks back at you as an answer, or even relaxes. For people who work with frightened cats at a shelter, this is always a beautiful moment, a real breakthrough.




    Sometimes you can calm an aggressive cat down by slow-blinking at him, especially if you do this at the first sign of aggression.
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    A frightened cat: big pupils, flattened ears, crouching with the tail wrapped around the body




    Cats also blink at each other. They are signaling they will leave one another alone—for example, if cats in a group want to rest after eating. Cats can also blink as a calming signal in situations where tension has suddenly escalated.




    Ears




    Cats’ ears move a lot. The ears can move independently of each other so the cat can better pinpoint the location of her prey. Even when a cat is relaxing, her ears will still turn to catch sounds.




    Forward




    When the ears are facing forward, the cat is alert.




    Backward




    When a cat turns his ears backward it often signals aggression, but it could also be that he does not trust the situation.




    Against The Head




    Partially flattened ears are a sign of fear, and ears flattened so closely against the head that you barely see them are an expression of extreme fear. Cats fold their ears backward or against the head to protect the fragile inner ear from injury during a fight.




    Whiskers




    Like the ears, a cat’s whiskers move swiftly and in many directions. They are not the best indicator of your cat’s emotions. It’s best to consider them as just one element of your cat’s overall posture.




    
Neutral Position




    When a cat is relaxed, his whiskers will be in a neutral position, at a 90-degree angle to his nose.




    Hanging Down




    When cats are very relaxed, their whiskers point or hang downward. Personally, I call this the “walrus position.”




    Forward




    A cat who is playing or chasing prey points his whiskers forward to help him hunt. A curious, alert cat or a cat who is coming to say hello will also point his whiskers forward. To make things even more confusing, an aggressive cat will also point his whiskers forward!




    Flat Against The Cheeks




    A frightened cat will press his whiskers flat against his cheeks to protect them from injury during a fight.




    The Tail




    Up




    A tail sticking up in the air signals that a cat has seen you. Sometimes she will come greet you (or another cat), in which case her tail has a slight curve at the end, like a question mark. Or she might just raise her tail while walking by, without making any further contact.
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    This cat is coming to greet you with his tail in the air




    When a cat sprays, he backs up to an object and stands with his tail quivering, and sometimes he treads with his hind legs. Urine is sprayed out horizontally. You might see a cat “going through the motions,” but without urine coming out, which is usually a sign of positive excitement. Your cat might do this while waiting for his food.
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    The cat on the left is showing aggression; the one on the right is frightened




    
Down




    When a cat is relaxed, his tail hangs down. A cat with his tail between his legs is afraid. However, this behavior does not indicate submission or surrender.




    Bushy Tail




    A bushy tail (“bottle brush”) is often a sign of fear or uncertainty. The tail of an aggressive cat looks different (see photo, page 15). It can be puffed up, but often you will see that only the hairs at the base are standing. The tail of an aggressive cat makes a (more or less) 90-degree angle with the spine.




    Swishing Tail




    A cat will swish her tail in various ways and for various reasons.




    She may move her tail back and forth very slowly. This means your cat is content. You will see this with cats who are eating, or relaxing on the couch. Depending on the situation, this can also indicate that something has caught her attention.




    If your cat is on your lap and starts flicking her tail more vigorously, it is very likely that she has had enough petting and is getting irritated. You’ll often see this in combination with ears that turn backward.




    Cats who want to impress each other move the entire tail slowly from left to right and back again to appear larger.




    A cat who “chatters” at a bird and swishes his tail wildly in all directions is expressing excitement.
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    A cat who sees a bird can swish its tail wildly




    Some cats “thump” their tails, slapping the ground loud enough for you to hear. This is usually a sign of extreme discontent and sometimes even aggression. That said, you might also see a cat “thump” whose body language is otherwise relaxed. The reason for this is not really known; it might have to do with past (traumatic) experiences that have left the cat still feeling somewhat anxious.




    Walking




    How a cat walks through a room says something about how she feels. A self-confident cat takes the shortest route from A to B, whereas a frightened or uncertain cat prefers to walk along the walls, avoiding the open middle area of a room.




    
Relaxed




    A cat who feels comfortable in his skin will have a stretched-out back, alert ears, and a relaxed tail hanging down, or sometimes half raised.




    Anxious




    An anxious or scared cat will walk with his back lowered and his belly to the ground, while staying very alert and constantly turning his ears to quickly locate danger. (Pain can also contribute to an abnormal way of walking.)




    Assertive/Aggressive




    An assertive or aggressive cat walks with stiff front paws, her back arching upward, and her head lowered, laser-focused on the other person or animal.




    Sounds




    A cat has a whole range of sounds. As with body language, the noises a cat makes can mean different things at different times.




    Hissing




    Cats who are startled, especially those who are anxious in general, can hiss both at people and at other cats. Hissing is mainly intended to keep the other person or cat at a distance—to say “leave me alone!” In that case it is best to leave her be. A cat may hiss if you touch him somewhere that hurts. He might also growl, especially if the fear or pain is intense.




    There are also cats who hiss before vomiting.




    Yowling




    Yowling is another possible sign of aggression, often used when cats want to demonstrate their strength to potential enemies. By nature, cats would rather not fight; this way, they hope to avoid a confrontation.
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    Hissing can be a sign of fear




    Growling




    Some cats growl while eating, particularly if they have been served something especially delicious. Cats are not accustomed to sharing, so if they have “caught” something tasty or special, they would rather keep other cats at a distance. In this case, growling is a warning.




    There are cats who growl when they are holding a particular toy.




    Chattering




    A cat who sees a bird makes a characteristic “chattering” sound. This sound varies a lot from cat to cat: Some cats sing entire arias; others chatter their teeth; and others silently open and close their mouths. No thorough research has been conducted into why cats do this, but there are strong indications that it’s a sign of excitement upon spotting prey. Domestic cats aren’t the only ones to chatter; lions and lynxes do it, too.




    It is thought that the Margay cat from Brazil mimics monkeys to attract them and catch them.




    Meowing




    You won’t hear a feral cat meowing. For a solitary animal, just calling out into the forest doesn’t serve any purpose. Domestic cats can talk a lot, though—especially to their owners.




    Kittens meow at their mother when they have strayed too far from the litter. Some researchers say that our pet cats are really still kittens at heart and consider us their mother, but that is difficult to prove.




    Another, much more logical explanation is surprisingly simple: A cat meows because we talk back. Meowing is thus learned behavior: A cat quickly finds that meowing is the very best way to get an owner’s attention. Siamese cats and other Eastern breeds are known to be quite chatty, and usually loud to boot.
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    When a cat meows, we tend to talk back




    A cat has an entire repertoire of meows, specific to the individual. As an owner, you may think you have a good understanding of your cat’s meows—but in fact, you likely understand each meow because of context: A piercing meow at the closed kitchen door is a clear hint. It gets a bit more difficult when you can’t see your cat: Research has shown that when owners don’t see their pets and only hear them on tape, their ability to interpret their own cat’s meow is much lower (Ellis, 2015).
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Does a cat meow when in pain?




      A cat in pain will withdraw and may meow—but not necessarily. A cat who isn’t meowing can still be in pain (see page 201).


    




    Purring




    Nearly all cats purr, although they may do it so quietly that you can’t hear it. All of the smaller wildcat species can also purr; whereas big cats like lions, tigers, and leopards don’t.




    About twenty years ago, scientists figured out exactly what is going on physiologically while a cat is purring. By building up and then releasing tension, the vocal larynx of the cat closes and reopens. This suddenly separates the vocal cords, causing the purring sound. A cat purrs both upon inhale and exhale. Between breaths, the cat takes a break for a fraction of a second, but to us it sounds like one continuous purr.




    Kittens




    Kittens start purring when they are a few days old; they do it while nursing from their mother. It may simply be an expression of contentment. The alternative theory is that purring, which is almost always coupled with the front paws rhythmically “kneading,” is a way to stimulate milk flow.




    Since kittens are born deaf and blind, they cannot hear their mother, but they can feel the vibrations when she purrs and find her that way. Of course, a mama cat could also be purring simply because she is content.




    Adult cats purr mainly when they are interacting with other cats or people.




    Pain?




    Although we usually think of purring as an expression of contentment, cats can also purr when in intense pain—for example, after a serious injury or during labor. Some people interpret the purring of an injured cat at the vet as a sign that she wants to keep living, but it’s more likely that she is just trying to comfort herself. Cats can even purr at the very end of the process of dying.




    
The “Soliciting Purr”




    Researchers have confirmed that not all purrs sound the same (McComb, 2009). Sometimes the purring noise has a high-pitched, voiced component, reminiscent of a cry or meow. This “soliciting purr” is used, for example, when a cat wants to be fed: It is more urgent than normal purring. It has not been observed in kittens or feral cats, so it is very likely a learned behavior.
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How loudly can a cat purr?




      There are cats who purr nearly silently; you have to lay a finger on their throat to feel the vibrations. On the other end of the spectrum, there are highly audible cats. The tomcat Merlin (from Devon, Great Britain) holds the record for the world’s loudest purr. He purrs at a whopping 67.8 decibels—that’s as loud as a dishwasher or a clothes dryer!
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    This kitten’s arched back tells us she is very afraid
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Afraid or aggressive?




      Afraid




      •  Big pupils (black eyes).




      •  Ears flattened.




      •  Whiskers flat against the cheeks.




      •  A crouched posture with the tail folded around the body; in extreme fear the cat might “freeze.”




      •  The cat recoils; this cat will attack if she cannot flee.




      •  Sometimes, an arched back with a fluffed tail (the classic “Halloween cat”): This is an attempt to make herself look bigger in the hopes of scaring off her opponent.




      •  Belly low to the ground.




      •  A very frightened cat may pant or even hyperventilate.




      •  Hissing is almost always a sign of fear. When a cat is really scared, she may also growl.




      Aggressive




      •  The pupils are narrowed to slits (to protect them from injury during a fight).




      •  The ears are turned backward (not flattened).




      •  The whiskers are pointed forward or turned downward.




      •  The hairs on the back part of the back are slightly raised.




      •  The tail bends down from the spine at a 90-degree angle and might be partially fluffed.




      •  The cat walks with stiff front paws.




      •  The tail swishes back and forth.




      •  An aggressive cat might hiss, but usually will growl and sometimes yowl.
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    These kittens are showing “aggressive” behavior while playing




    Anxious Or Aggressive?




    If you aren’t sure whether a cat is scared or aggressive, remember this: An aggressive cat wants to make an impression, stays focused on the adversary, and will walk toward them; whereas a frightened cat will crouch or hunker down. That may seem clear on paper, but in real life you’ll probably see a combination of fear and aggression. Not every cat exhibits the signs described above in exactly the same way.




    Kittens display all kinds of “aggressive” behavior during play. A young kitten will sometimes walk sideways toward another kitten (or her owner), arch her back, or puff up her tail. This is most likely practice for later, and some cats never outgrow this behavior.




    Rolling Or Lying On Their Back




    A cat who lies or rolls on his back is not submissive! On the contrary, he has all his claws and his strong back paws ready to defend himself and is a dangerous opponent. When young cats lie on their back, it is a challenge to play.




    Some cats will lie or roll on their back when they want their stomach petted, but just as often a cat will grab your hand and start kicking your arm with his back legs—making clear that petting was an unwelcome intimacy at that moment. It is best to respect this boundary; that way you’ll also avoid teaching the cat to play with your hands.




    There are also cats who lie or sleep on their back with their legs spread. Of course, that has nothing to do with aggression or submission, but is all about relaxation.
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    Showing the belly is not always an invitation to pet the cat!




    Rolling on the ground can be a positive social gesture for a cat, both toward humans and other cats. It’s a compliment if your cat rolls around a lot when you come home!




    
Kneading (“Making Biscuits”)




    Kittens or cats “knead” things with their front paws when they feel happy. Cats prefer to knead soft surfaces, such as a pillow, a sweater, or your own belly or legs. This behavior stems primarily from when they were nursing: Kittens stimulate milk release with this motion when they suckle at their mother’s side.
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    Kittens knead with their forepaws when they nurse from their mother




    Some cats retain this behavior for their entire lives. This is unrelated to how old your cat was when taken from his mother as a kitten. It is a sign that he feels happy and safe.




    If your cat has sharp claws, his kneading can be painful. In that case, you can keep his claws short or carefully move him to a pillow or another soft surface. Never punish your cat for this behavior, even if he does cause (unintentional) pain.




    Sucking




    There are kittens and cats who regularly suck on their own tail, paws, or nipples, as well as their owner’s hair, sweaters, or blankets. We know relatively little about this behavior, and there may be multiple causes.




    Taken Away From The Mother Too Early?




    Weaning takes place when kittens are between six and eight weeks old. If this process is abruptly ended—for example, because a kitten is taken from her mother at five or six weeks—there is a chance that she will continue to suckle on soft objects. It’s not necessarily the case that every kitten from one litter will exhibit this behavior, just as not every child in a family will suck their thumb.




    Content Or Stressed Out?




    Nursing from their mother is a beautifully warm, safe experience for kittens, for which sucking can be a replacement. Some kittens want to nurse now and then even after weaning, sometimes up until six months of age, or older still.




    Confusingly, this same behavior can stem from stress and uncertainty. Just as children may suck their thumbs to comfort themselves, cats (probably) do this to calm themselves down.




    
Genetics




    Some breeds are known for wool-sucking—for example, Siamese and other Eastern breeds.
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    A kitten sucking on a blanket




    Should You Do Anything About It?




    As long as this habit does not get out of hand (injured skin, infected nipples), it’s not a problem. Some owners try to stop this behavior by bottle-feeding their kitten for a while. However, once she is already eating solid food, this will hardly ever work.




    Of course, you should never punish your cat for sucking. Combatting this behavior will only lead to frustration, since the urge to nurse won’t go away. A better option is to distract her—with a toy, for example.




    Head-Butting And Marking




    By rubbing against something or pushing his head against something, a cat leaves his scent, which is oh-so-important, and feels safer. These scent traces must be regularly refreshed because otherwise the smell wears off—even without all our “helpful” dusting and cleaning, which removes that valuable scent.




    Objects




    Often when a cat appears to rub his cheek against objects in the house, he is actually rubbing his lips against them, and he will usually mark the lowest objects by rubbing them with his chin.




    When there is tension between cats or fear of cats outside, your cat will increase his scent-marking to give himself a feeling of safety.




    [image: Image]




    A cat scent-marking a chair




    Head-Butting




    When your cat comes to you or sits next to you on the couch, she may push her forehead against your cheek or chin. This can vary from a light touch to a firm head-butt and is always intended to be friendly. She reserves this behavior for cats, humans, and other animals with whom she has a good bond. Leaving her scent behind is a social gesture.




    To really understand a cat, you always have to look at the whole cat!




    Some cats use this type of head-butt as an attention-seeking behavior because owners generally respond enthusiastically to this expression of affection.




    [image: Image]




    Greeting




    When you come home, your cat will come to greet you. He might stand on his back legs and give you head-butts, or he might push up against your legs, curl his tail around your calves, and rub against you. This does not mean that he wants to make you his “possession,” as is often thought; it is rather a form of greeting. Scientists are still in doubt about whether this behavior has to do with sharing scent.
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    Yawning




    A cat will yawn luxuriantly and stretch out when she wakes up. However, yawning can also have quite a different meaning—namely, stress or tension. For example, you may see your cats yawn when it does not seem fitting. We call this “displacement activity.” You might notice this when two cats are staring at each other (negative tension) or when one is waiting to be fed (positive). Yawning releases the tension.
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