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[image: A fluffy cat and a short-haired cat are curled together. A heart is over them.]
This book is dedicated to my favourite cats, Mambo and Shimmy.
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[image: A hand presses a button on a control with an antenna in front of a fluffy cat. The cat thinks, ‘treats!’]



Introduction

Hello, Cat Lovers!

Shortly after my partner and I adopted our two cats, our fluffy black cat, Mambo, decided that I am his special human. Mambo rarely lets my partner—or anyone else—pet him, but he follows me everywhere, trilling to greet me, rubbing his cheek on my hand, sitting on my stuff, watching me work, and leaning against me on the couch. He also loves it when I bring out his puzzle toys and clicker and treats for games. I did not expect to get this much attention from a cat, so I joked with friends that Mambo was behaving like a dog.

I will never forget my cat behaviourist friend’s peeved response: “No, he is behaving like a CAT!”

I was a new cat owner at the time (after living with a dog for thirteen years), and I had started questioning the popular belief that cats are less sociable and trainable than dogs. It seems that for every meme there is about dogs being our best friends, there is one about cats being aloof, weird, or murderous.

While it’s true that, as a species, cats are solitary predators, the latest scientific evidence confirms what many of us already know from experience: cats are socially flexible creatures who get attached to their humans (like kittens to their mothers) and have their own ways of expressing affection and trust or their need for “alone time.”

[image: The differences in behaviour between cats and dogs. When a dog’s ears are to the side and their tail thumps, it means the dog is happy, while similar body language in a cat means they are not happy. When a dog’s tail is up, they are alert, and when a cat’s tail is up, they are friendly.]
Behaviours expressed by other species (dogs, for instance) have very different meanings when expressed by cats.


At the time of writing this book, there isn’t as much scientific data on cat body language as there is for dogs, however, there is still plenty of proven research that shows us how cats communicate. Why are my cats rubbing their faces on the corner of the wall and scratching everywhere? Do my cats want to be petted, or do they need space? Is my cat feeling confident, frightened, relaxed, or frustrated? Are my cats playing or fighting? Being able to see and interpret cat body language is the first step to making your kitties feel safe and happy in your home.

So, what should you look for? Cats signal their moods and feelings with every part of their body: their face, eyes, ears, whiskers, and tail; their changing postures; and the direction and speed of their movements. But you need to look at more than any single body part or pose to really know what a cat is saying. If a cat with an arched back and bristly tail is retreating and hissing, they’re probably terrified. On the other hand, if they’re bouncing and skipping sideways, they might be feeling playful.

Learning to recognize cat body language is about observing movements in context and understanding the connection between behaviour and the bigger picture. Writing and illustrating this little book has opened my eyes to the ways my cats talk to each other and to me, and it has given me a new appreciation for the sensitive, intelligent, and expressive animals they—and all cats—are. I hope reading Kitty Language does the same for you.

[image: Lili x]


Things to Remember

1. Look at the WHOLE BODY IN ACTION

Always look at the cat’s whole body in action, even while observing changes in single body parts.

2. Look at the CONTEXT

Every behaviour has a purpose, and to understand what your cat is saying and why, look at the situation in which the behaviour is happening.

3. Every cat is an INDIVIDUAL

A cat’s behaviours are also determined by their age, health, breed, sex, genetics, and unique past experiences. For example, a cat who was socialized with people when they were a tiny kitten might behave differently around people from a cat who didn’t have these early positive experiences. It is normal for every individual cat to behave differently in similar situations.


[image: Things to remember while reading a cat are as follows: Look at the whole body in action. Look at the context. Every cat is an individual.]



SCENT

Even though we humans cannot interpret scent and pheromones, we can see behaviours related to scent communication in our cats.

[image: A fluffy cat looks up with a smile and curls their tail.]



Scent Communication

Every cat has a signature scent. Cats get to know each other through scent as their primary sense.

Through skin contact with cat friends, cats mix their personal signature scents to create a communal scent that lets them know who is in their social group and who isn’t. Cats who are friends or family frequently refresh their communal scent by touching bodies, sleeping together, or grooming each other.

If one cat leaves home for a while and returns with their own scent masked by unfamiliar smells, that cat may be unrecognizable to their cat friends at home until they smell like themselves again.

[image: A cat sniffs the anal area of another cat.]
[image: Two drawings on scent communication. In the first drawing, two cats rub their faces together and get a scent from facial glands. Hearts are around the cats’ heads. In the second drawing, a cat hisses ‘invader!’ at another cat. The other cat sweats and says, ‘hey, it’s me. I’m just back from the vet!’]
Scent Glands

The scent glands on a cat’s face and body release chemical signals—pheromones—that can be understood by other cats. Scientists are still researching the exact locations of all of these scent glands, but so far, this is what we know:

[image: The kitty scent glands are in the base of ears, temples or forehead, cheeks, mouth and lips, chin, in between toes, the base of the tail, mammary area, and anal area.]
Kitty Scent Glands

Scent Marking

Scent marking is when cats transfer chemical signals (including pheromones) onto things in and around their home space. These behaviours are an essential part of how cats communicate and make themselves feel secure wherever they may be.

[image: A cat sniffs a patch on a wall and thinks ‘who’s been here recently?’ The cat then rubs their cheek on the patch, labelled ‘communal scent,’ and thinks, ‘here’s my update!’]
[image: Two drawings. In the first drawing, a cat rubs their cheeks on a flower pot. Text in the speech bubbles around it reads, ‘our home’ and ‘communal scent.’ In the second drawing, a cat scratches a surface. Text in the speech bubbles around it reads, ‘scent from toe glands’ and ‘…and caring for my claws!’]
Rubbing and Clawing

Behaviours cats use to transfer chemical signals from their facial glands and toe glands.

VISUAL SIGNS


	Rubbing their face and body against walls, furniture, and so on

	Using claws to knead or scratch



WHAT YOUR CAT MAY BE FEELING OR DOING


	Happy that objects and places smell familiar and reassuring

	“I’ve been here” or “I live here”

	Refreshing time stamps and signposts of places they have visited (the strength of a scent fades over time)

	Sharing scent messages with other cats



[image: A cat rubs their ears and face on a patch of wall labelled ‘scent from facial glands.’ The cat thinks, ‘for future reference… I like this place.’]
Toileting

The kitty toilet or litter box is one place where a cat’s signature scent or the household communal scent is highly concentrated.

In fact, cats may avoid using their litter box if strong odours, such as cleaners and air fresheners, have been added to the box.

[image: A cat approaches a litter box labelled ‘communal scent, such as urine and feces.’ The cat thinks, ‘this is one of our litter boxes!’]
Spraying (Urine Marking)

May look like peeing, but it expresses different needs.

VISUAL SIGNS


	Tail is high and sometimes quivering (also see page 58)

	Spraying urine on a vertical surface or an object higher than ground level



WHAT YOUR CAT MAY BE FEELING OR DOING


	Stress, uncertainty

	The need to reorient and confirm where they are

	“There are weird changes in my home!”

	“I need to make this place feel like home.”

	If unneutered, attracting mates through scent messages



[image: A cat urinates on a wall while their tail vibrates and their back feet tread. They think, ‘my home feels unsafe!’ The urine patch on the wall is labelled ‘scent, urine.’]
Scent Processing
(Flehmening)

Cat communication is so scent-based that a cat has two organs to smell with: their nose, and a vomeronasal organ (or Jacobson’s organ) located above the roof of their mouth.

When a cat smells with this organ, this facial expression is called the Flehmen Response (also known as stinkface, the Elvis lip, or chuffing). It’s often misinterpreted as angry when the cat is just processing scent.

[image: A cat smells the anal glands of another cat, which has the signature scent, and thinks. Then, the cat’s upper lip is raised. Its mouth is slightly open, and the vomeronasal organ inside the mouth is activated. The cat thinks, ‘hey, I know you!’]
[image: A cat has a gaping mouth with lower teeth showing and thinks, ‘interesting.’]
VISUAL SIGNS


	Upper lip curls up, lower lip drops open slightly

	Can look like a gape, sneer, or grimace



WHAT YOUR CAT MAY BE FEELING OR DOING


	“I’m just getting more information …”

	Inhaling and “tasting” a scent in high resolution

	Detecting pheromones




Note: Flehmening is not unique to cats. (Horses, rhinos, goats, deer, sheep, and dogs do it too!) The behaviour looks different depending on the species.


Scent for Fun

Scent Detecting

Like dogs, cats have an excellent sense of smell and a heightened ability to track and pinpoint where an odour is coming from.

When detecting scent, cats generally move at a slower pace than dogs do, and may look disinterested (for example, pausing and staring into space) when they are busy analyzing.

[image: A cat flips their tail and searches for a hidden treat under three overturned bowls. By tracking the scent in the air, they find the hidden treat and say, ‘this one!’]
The “Catnip Response”

When cats smell the chemicals from cat-attracting plants, depending on the individual, they may exhibit these common behaviours.

VISUAL SIGNS


	Rolling on the ground

	Rubbing their cheeks and chin against the plant

	Drooling, head shaking (see page 130), rippling skin (see page 129), playful grabbing, chewing, and bunny-kicking (see page 141)



WHAT YOUR CAT MAY BE FEELING


	Mellow, relaxed

	Excited, stimulated




Note: Not all cats have a response or show the same visual signs.


[image: A cat’s responses to catnip are face-rubbing, rolling, chewing the toy with a cat-attracting plant, and kicking.]



EARS

Cats have excellent hearing, and their ears are one of the most expressive parts of their face. Each ear has thirty-two muscles for movement in all directions.

[image: A cat’s ears twitch, and they think, ‘where is it?’]
[image: A cat sits on their legs with their ears facing forward and a smile on their mouth.]



Forward-Facing Ears

This is a relaxed ear position for most cats.

VISUAL SIGNS


	Forward-facing ear openings

	Ear tips point upward, angled slightly to each side (the angle depends on the individual)



WHAT YOUR CAT MAY BE FEELING


	Content

	Comfortable, relaxed

	When ears are pointing straight up, alert to something in the environment




Tip: The farther the ear tips move away from each other, the less comfortable your cat is feeling.


[image: When a cat is alert, their ears are taller and closer. When a cat is content, their ears are up and slightly angled. When a cat is not okay, their ears are flattened.]
Radar Ears

Most cats’ ears can move in many directions: farther apart, closer together, forward, sideways, backward, and in various combinations.

VISUAL SIGNS


	Ear openings rotate briefly in any direction, then change direction

	Each ear moves independently of the other



WHAT YOUR CAT MAY BE FEELING OR DOING


	“Is there something I should pay attention to here?”

	Analyzing the direction of different sounds

	Pinpointing the source of a sound



Looking at your cat’s ear positions and movements in relation to other changes in their body language can clue you in on whether the cat is feeling unfazed, curious, or concerned.

[image: Two drawings of radar ears. In the first drawing, when a cat scans a room, their ears go through a 180-degree range rotation. In the second drawing, a cat is resting, one of their ears rotates, and they think, ‘yes, I hear you. Bye.’]
Rotated Ears

Also referred to as swiveled ears, sideways ears, or squid ears.

VISUAL SIGNS


	Both ears stay rotated

	Tips point up or to the back (ears appear skinnier from the front)



WHAT YOUR CAT MAY BE FEELING


	Unsettled

	Confused

	Frustrated

	“Things are not okay.”

	“I need to be on my guard!”




Tip: Both ears rotated and facing outward could mean that your cat is listening to two things at the same time coming from opposite sides. You can tell if your cat is stressed by how long both ears stay in this position. The farther back the rotation, the more frustrated your cat is feeling. And if the ears are lowered at the same time, there is fear.


[image: Two drawings of the meaning of rotated ears. In the first drawing, a person holds a cat under their forelimbs. Their ears are rotated outwards and they think, ‘not this way.’ In the second drawing, a dog approaches a cat. The cat’s ears are up and rotated outwards. They say, ‘watch it.’]
[image: When a cat is scared, their ears are flattened, also known as airplane ears, their pupils are dilated, and they crouch with their head and limbs tucked. They think, ‘oh no!’]
Flattened Ears

Also described as folded-down ears, lowered ears, invisible ears, or, if the tips are pointed to the side or back like wings, airplane ears.

VISUAL SIGNS


	Ears appear flat, openings aren’t visible

	Ear tips point down or back



WHAT YOUR CAT MAY BE FEELING


	Scared

	Anxious

	Trapped



The flatter the ears, the stronger the fear!

[image: When a cat feels extreme fear, their ears are very flat and they assume a defensive posture. They hiss, ‘don’t come any closer!!’]

KNOW THE DIFFERENCE:Ears Down

In general, a cat’s ears are upright and facing forward when they are feeling happy and confident. When ears change direction, look at how long they stay that way and what is going on with the whole body to know if they are stressed or not.

Stressed

When a kitty is hiding or crouching low, flattened ears let us know they are feeling overwhelmed or scared.

Just Protecting My Ears

When playing or fighting, cats may lower their ears to keep them safe. They may also move their ears out of the way when getting petted or groomed on the head.

Navigation

A kitty may lower their ears so that they can comfortably fit through a narrow space.


Stressed
[image: Stress: A cat’s ears are flat and down.]

Just Protecting My Ears
[image: Just protecting my ears: Their ears are flat and back when attacked by another cat and flat when licked by another cat.]

Navigation
[image: Navigation: Their ears are flat and forward when going through a large pipe.]

Other Kinds of Ears

Some cat breeds have ears with limited mobility—either they can’t fully rotate or flatten or they don’t move at all. This is all the more reason to look at the whole body in action when trying to figure out how your cat is feeling.

[image: Two drawings of cats with other kinds of ears. In the first drawing, the cat has small ears that are far apart. They undergo a tiny rotation. In the second drawing, the cat’s ears are close together, and they undergo minimal movement.]
[image: Three drawings of the cat’s ears during different moods. Relaxed: always curled back. Alert: very wide, always sideways. Scared or excited: ears always flat or folded.]



EYES

Cats are always watching and learning about their environment and looking at our reactions to things.

[image: A cat sits on their legs with relaxed eyes and ears.]
[image: A cat sitting on their bed blinks slowly and thinks, ‘back at you.’ Hearts are around the cat’s head.]
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