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Foreword

While written in an approachable style, this book by Claude Béata, a practising veterinarian with a background in ethology, or the science of animal behaviour, raises interesting philosophical questions.

In the time that cats have lived alongside us, their behaviours have evolved. They are still cats, of course; they can’t stop hunting – lurking and then pouncing gracefully on anything that moves. A cat is a cat: a fast, silent and elegant predator that can rip apart with its small sharp teeth an animal three times bigger than itself. But the mere fact that we all live in a world where technology is disrupting the alternating rhythms of work and rest, of hunting and peace, creates biological changes and behavioural problems in humans and animals alike.

Old age is a product of civilization. In the wild, a cat may live for three or four years, but in an environment controlled by human technology, the very same genetic programming will allow it to live for between fifteen and twenty years. Before the Neolithic era, between 8,000 and 10,000 years ago, skeletons show that Mr and Mrs Sapiens barely lived beyond the age of thirty. Today, one in every two young girls will live to be a hundred, and their brothers close to ninety.

So, does this mean that civilization has affected the genetic programming of both cats and humans? That the difference between humans and animals is more of an article of faith than a clinical observation?

In this book Claude Béata explains what cats have taught him throughout his career as a clinician. A kitten that is isolated, cut off from all contact, cannot become a cat. It needs an ‘other’ to become itself. But when this other is absent or changed in some way, the kitten has difficulty developing. Whether impoverished or overstimulated, its brain is rendered dysfunctional by the different stimuli to which it is subjected and the kitten is unable to mature behaviourally.

When everything is as it should be, a kitten can learn its role as a cat by play-fighting with its brothers and sisters and grabbing its mother’s tail. These little fights do not provoke actual hostility, but when the kitten applies force, its weight and teeth inflict pain and cause the mother to react: a snarl, an unexpected cuff on the nose, a raised paw, threatening but with no claws showing, are enough to curtail these kittenish acts of aggression. A feline that is bottle-fed by humans does not learn how to rein in this essential aggression, which means that it fails to learn the rituals of interaction. The young cat fails to properly socialize.

Claude Béata illustrates his book with many examples. We love spending time with our marvellous mini tigers, but when a developmental issue crops up, they become a cause for concern, and the vet is called in.

I first met Claude Béata shortly after he graduated from veterinary college. He was keen to explore animal psychiatry, though his medical training had not covered anything of this sort. Vets frequently come face to face with clinical problems for which their training has not prepared them. In France in the early 1980s, there were only two books they could turn to.1 Increasingly, at that time, scientists were beginning to question whether humans really were above nature, with nothing in common with, and hence nothing to learn from, animals.2 The French philosopher and sociologist Edgar Morin proposed combining disciplines rather than setting them in opposition and preventing the sharing of knowledge.3 There was some attempt to adopt a Darwinian approach to understanding the mystery of the living world, but with very little follow-up. Those of us working in this field were accused of ‘reducing humans to the level of animals’, and universities continued to offer a stark choice between uniquely biological or uniquely psychoanalytical explanations. Yet Freud himself drew upon evolutionary, Darwinian precepts, linking biology to the environment,4 while the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan was one of the first to use animal ethology to explain the human psyche.5 So strong was the orthodoxy that neither the universities nor culture in general were open to the experimental discoveries of the naturalists.

It fell to Claude Béata to draw together those vets who sought to discover a living world that was both evolutionary and integrative. The University of Toulouse allowed him to set up a remarkable degree course whose students, already practising vets, were able to show their talents for clinical observation and experimentation. A number of them are cited in this book.

I regularly invite Claude Béata to lecture at my own university in Toulon, knowing that, thanks to his lively mind and methodical approach, his lectures will be engaging, amusing and convincing – qualities that you will encounter here too.

He invites us to explore a feline world that is different from a human one. Misunderstandings between cats and humans are not unusual, which goes some way to explaining the relational difficulties and occasional spectacular acts of aggression on the part of cats. But when we come to understand what went wrong, we can remedy the situation, and it is quite common for things to improve. I was unfamiliar with the word ‘schezipathy’ (relational deprivation). A kitten that suffers early isolation due to being deprived of its mother cannot acquire the fundamental bearings that underpin (cat) socialization. These sensorially deprived kittens go through a similar experience as human babies abandoned by their mothers. But when an affective substitute is brought in, as soon as possible so that the neuronal dysfunction does not become fixed into a permanent state, we see a type of developmental recovery that we call resilience.

The type of clinical practice described by Béata in this book raises a philosophical issue: are we justified in talking about ‘animal madness’ in cases of behavioural disorder? In the 1960s, when I first became interested in this phenomenon, some publications referred to ‘animal neurosis’.6 Now the word ‘neurosis’ has disappeared from the international lexicon. And the word ‘madness’ tells us nothing. Can we say that a cat is psychotic and divorced from reality? Rather, I think that cats with behavioural issues have been affected by some incident during their development. When we discover the cause, we can often act on it: a kind of relational physiotherapy. The re-education is often successful, to the happiness of all concerned.

Back in the 1980s, we were caught up in ideological, almost metaphysical, debates. Man had nothing to do with nature. Man dominated nature, plain and simple. He dominated animals, he dominated women, children and other, weaker men. That’s how aristocracies were built, borders were drawn, religion and languages were imposed. Order was based on domination, but it was a deathly type of order.

Fast forward to the Covid-19 pandemic, and things changed. The pandemic showed us something we didn’t want to see: humans are not separate from the animal kingdom, but part of it. The virus was a product of civilization. There are millions of viruses inside us and all around us, many of them beneficial in that they play a part in synthesizing neurotransmitters that stimulate us and make us euphoric. However, when, in order to produce more food, we create huge farms and modify plants, we provoke crossovers of DNA from pigs and birds that bring about mutations of new viruses that are toxic to the human organism. Then our wonderful technology and global travel by ship and plane simply spread these mutated viruses around the world, causing tens of millions of deaths.

This tragedy, which we have experienced ever since the Neolithic period, when we first ‘domesticated’ animals and plants, proves that humans do not hover above the natural world. They are part of nature, there among the watercourses and flora and fauna. Seventy per cent of human illnesses are zoonoses, illnesses derived from animals. The message is clear: if we mistreat animals, if we make them ill, we will disappear from the planet along with them.

So we have an interest in understanding them better, to help them flourish and to share moments of happiness with them. This is the message I take away from Claude Béata and the cats in his book.

Boris Cyrulnik, psychiatrist and author of Resilience




Introduction

There she is. Crouched down on the floor. A black cat.

We are face to face. She is an impressive sight.

Anyone who has found themselves confronted by a feline that is about to pounce will know exactly what I am talking about.

Her ears are pinned back on her head, so flat they have almost disappeared.

She stares at me, and her intense gaze promises a combat without mercy. Her body is squat, and I sense the power in her muscles, tensed for attack, and I know I will have little chance to escape the sharp fangs and the tearing claws. I shift slightly to shake off the sense of unease that this menacing ball of flesh has instilled in me, but, like a warrior at the peak of her art, she does not take her eyes off me, and her imperceptible movement offers me no opening.

And yet, just five minutes earlier, I was close to being able to touch her; I even thought I might be able to stroke her. I could already feel the softness of her fur and the suppleness of her body beneath my hand. I had expected her to relax, our connection confirmed by a low purr, but an ever so slightly clumsy move on my part had broken the pact, and now we were back to square one. My status has changed: I am the enemy, someone to be suspicious of, whose every move will be interpreted as an attack and will unleash a retaliation.

I know she is scared. Me too.

And yet she weighs just a few kilos and I much more. But superior size and weight won’t guarantee the outcome of the confrontation.

There we are, face to face, me a young vet, she a cat brought in for a routine check-up. Taking advantage of a moment of inattention, she has escaped from her cage and is now poised to defend herself. I am impressed by her determination. I crouch down and talk softly to her, endeavouring not to give her any cause to run off or to attack. I tell her how brave she is, how impressive. That I chose this profession to take care of her, to help her live a better life in our world and to look after her wellbeing. She pricks up her ears a little, blinks her eyes; she seems to be saying that I have a way to go yet, that I have a lot to learn about how to communicate with her species, and with her in particular. I make my excuses, but they aren’t good enough: I’ve lost her confidence, and it won’t be that easy to win it back. It takes a whole quarter of an hour to get hold of her again without sustaining any injury and to learn my first lesson.

That was then, thirty-five years ago. I made a promise to that cat and to myself that I would get better at it. I don’t think that journey is complete but recently I had a strange dream: I was dressed like a student on graduation day – full gown and mortarboard – yet the panel of academics before me consisted purely of cats. I was familiar with quite a few of them. I recognized cats from my own life – Minou, Chiquita, my pal Al, Opium, Moustache, Flora. But also cats I had treated – Nougatine, Hannibal, Nougat. They called me up on to the stage and handed me my degree … the feline-language translator and president of the panel was none other than Prima, that cat from my first professional encounter that had made such an impression on me. She made a brief declaration: ‘We are the cats, lords of ancient legends and icons of social media. While we have often been praised for our qualities, even deified, we have also been martyred, nailed to the doors of barns and cursed for imaginary transgressions. In all of this, I do not think that we have been understood.’ She then made a request to me – to write this book. ‘Can you help us? You owe us that much. Explain how we are both easy to understand and complex in the variety of our behaviours. Explain that, even though we are the cutest things imaginable when we are kittens, we deserve more than some fleeting fame on the internet. We have a rich, almost infinite repertoire of behaviours, and yet in that richness also lies our weakness. To you, who have cared for us, we give the mission of deciphering this craziness all around us and sometimes inside us, to explain how what we are can cause us psychological distress. And how, even though our brains are complex enough to allow us to adapt to almost anything, they are also fragile enough to sometimes make us “mad”.’

Today, I hope to have fulfilled that task, and you have it in your hands: this book, which is dedicated to all my feline patients.




1.

The Joker, or the Dual Nature of the Cat


‘God created the cat so that man might have a tiger to stroke at home.’

Victor Hugo



Anyone who has seen their cat on the alert, or bringing home the prey it patiently hunted, or defending its territory against a dog ten times bigger than itself, will know that felines are perfectly adapted to fighting. Why have we deliberately chosen to live with such a lethal weapon? Because while recognizing cats’ hunting prowess we also appreciate their capacity for emotional attachment and for expressing a preference, which makes our relationship with them so precious. That said, given that our shared life with cats is much more recent than ours with dogs, we might still feel that we are allowing a touch of wildness into our home.

Not So Sweet Nougat

At times one gets the feeling that the tiger is not far beneath the surface. For instance, ten years ago, when I first met a young European Shorthair kitten called Nougat, I could never quite forget that there was a big cat lurking inside him. When my client Angèle first called me about her four-month-old kitten, she mentioned that she was in a wheelchair and it was difficult for her to get around. We therefore set up a consultation at her house, which is always a risky undertaking when it comes to assessing a cat’s behaviour.

I had learned the hard way that house visits can be particularly tricky. When I was still in general practice working as a regular vet, a client had convinced me to come and vaccinate her cat at her home to avoid the struggles she faced every time she took him to the vet. ‘You’ll see: at home he will be sweetness and light,’ she assured me. I didn’t quite believe her, but seeing that she was quite emotional, I agreed to give it a go. When I got there, I put my finger to the bell and, even before I could alert her to my presence, I could hear the cat hissing inside. As my client let me in to her apartment, she said apologetically: ‘I don’t know how he knew you were there, but he has scarpered to the top of the cupboard.’ And up there, with the advantage of height, and oblivious to the fact that we meant him no harm but just wanted to look after him, he was ready to defend himself to the hilt, at the cost of our hands and faces. We had to give up and arrange an appointment at the surgery instead.

Based on this previous experience, I shared my concern with Nougat’s owner but she assured me that he wouldn’t disappear. When I arrived, Angèle was accompanied by Agnès, a neighbour who helped her out around the house: she had known Nougat since he had first arrived and summed him up in a word: ‘He is a devil!’

Barely had I sat down at a table with them to learn the short history of this cat and the main symptoms he presented when he jumped on to my lap and thence to the table. From there he leaped on top of the TV (quite a large one) and tipped over a small pot containing a succulent. ‘It’s like this all the time,’ said Angèle with a sigh. ‘I’ve never met such a clumsy cat.’

These days, I treat this kind of behaviour as a major element in my semiological analysis (gathering together behavioural signs that I interpret as symptoms) even though it is not officially a criterion in the diagnosis of hypersensitivity–hyperactivity syndrome (HSHA). We know how skilful cats are when they leap – the way they can sometimes land in the middle of a row of knick-knacks on a mantelpiece without knocking anything over. But when we see a cat take so little care in the way it lands that it ends up breaking things, this points to a lack of self-control. Today we are more familiar with the prevalence of HSHA syndrome in the canine species: dogs have an automatic, unconscious capacity to coordinate and control essential movements to do with locomotion and bite.1 Cats have the same ability to control not only biting and locomotion but also scratching.

It is rare for a cat to be simply clumsy. When this is flagged, we check two particular points: the type of clumsiness and how dangerous it is (see box).


HOW TO UNDERSTAND CLUMSINESS IN A CAT

Is it clumsiness or communication?

Many cats tip over their empty bowl at mealtimes while retaining perfect mastery of their movements: in this case, it is simply a message, a reminder of what time it is and the cat’s way of requesting food. It has no pathological significance.

Has the cat’s clumsiness placed it in any danger?

In the same way that hyperactive dogs are more prone to accidents in the home, HSHA cats also tend to pay a high price. ‘Parachute’ cats who fall from balconies too often for it to be by chance, cats who swallow inedible objects out of greed and lack of due caution: we see many such cases in general practice and surgery, and these days most vets alert owners to the abnormal nature of such behaviour and the options for care.


Things hadn’t quite got to that stage with Nougat, now watching me from his perch on top of the TV. I moved a pen across the table and he was with me in a flash. Angèle had warned me: ‘Watch out: when he plays, he is like a tiger …’ And here he was, a wild beast indeed. I teased Nougat by hiding my hand under the table and scratching the tabletop from below, briefly flashing my fingers at him. For a cat, this reproduces the classic behaviour of prey that hides away but at some point emerges from its burrow. Nougat pounced on my hand, fast as lightning, teeth and claws bared. Every contact with him resulted in minor injuries, which was not normal. When kittens play, and if they have developed properly, they are capable of controlling their mouth and claws. They play-act predation – it’s part of their education – but it’s a game and should not cause harm. Nougat, however, used his claws and teeth, and both Agnès and Angèle confirmed that they no longer played with him to avoid getting hurt. And because no one played with him, Nougat had to provide his own stimulus. The happy mess of this apartment was a paradise for a cat: there were hiding places everywhere and many ways to take advantage of them.

Nougat displayed behaviour that was weird, to say the least: he jumped inside an open box and hid himself (so far so normal – lots of cats like to do that) before leaping out again and attacking a completely immobile piece of curling ribbon. Trapping it between his paws, he shredded it, then ran off, skidding down the hallway, until we heard the sound of an object being knocked over. Then, no sooner had he gone than he was back and once more on my lap. I tried to stroke him slowly and softly, but the mere touch of my hand set off a reaction: Nougat grabbed it with his rear legs, claws out, and bit it unceremoniously. Yet there was nothing in his attitude that hinted at aggression. The whole thing was doubtless just a game to him, though once again it displayed a total lack of control. To verify this, I acted like a mother cat with her kitten and gave him a few gentle taps on the nose with my fingers. Anyone who has observed mother cats raising their offspring will know that they do so with patience, firmness and consistency to inculcate control of the teeth and claws. This can take different forms.

A few years ago, I did a TV programme on the development of babies, dogs and cats, in which we studied a Nebelung cat,fn1 Letti, and the way she behaved. A camera filmed her continuously over a few days, and we were able to observe that she spent a lot of time controlling her kittens. We never saw her be too tough on them. When a kitten passed over her without showing enough respect, Letti grabbed it between her paws and immobilized it for a few seconds before letting it go again. The kittens quickly learned that they had to lie still and wait until the friendly maternal taps or pressure ceased. But Nougat did not react at all in this way: whenever I reached out my hand to give him little flicks with my fingers, he retaliated with a strong swipe of his paw and, within a few seconds, drew blood. Yet even if it looked like an act of aggression, the sequence of events was more like play or an uncontrolled response.

A Matter of Self-Control

‘You see, there’s nothing we can do,’ lamented Angèle’s friend Agnès. ‘He jumps on us, bites us, and even when we try to play with him, he soon draws blood. Angèle can’t cope with this in her wheelchair, with all her treatments.’ Agnès likewise complained about ‘constant attacks’ by the kitten. I suggested an experiment to see to what extent Nougat was capable of change. I asked her to begin to playing with him, and as soon as he bared his claws, to stop interacting with him completely, put her hands on her head and ‘make like a tree’ – that is, not move at all or even look at her attacker. Agnès went along with this: Nougat climbed on to her and bit her hands. At my signal, she became a tree and didn’t bat an eyelid. The kitten was a bit taken aback, but cats have more resources than dogs in the face of such immobility, and Nougat found a way around it. He turned to Agnès’s heels and nipped her quite hard. She reacted and moved again, which set off further reactions from the cat. So that ploy didn’t work and, remember, he was two kilos of pure tiger.

I recorded further symptoms and was later able to establish that Nougat ticked all the boxes of stage 2 hypersensitivity–hyperactivity syndrome. He was voracious to the point of vomiting and, typically, he was a thief. He slept very little and always seemed to be on the prowl. Nowadays, we know how to take care of such cats, and our two-pronged treatment – behavioural and medical – yields very good results, allowing a cat to be kept at home and reintegrated into family life.

In those days, when TVs were still chunky enough to act as landing strips and launchpads for kittens, I was hesitant about prescribing the psychotropic drug suitable for a four-month-old. It is a fault in the regulation of certain neurotransmitters, particularly serotonin, which is at the root of this developmental problem, and one of our treatments of choice is fluoxetine (Prozac). Unfortunately, this product tends to have a bad reputation, and everyone who has taken this antidepressant, or who knows someone who has, is familiar with its mixed results. Veterinarians use it as a medicine of control, and it has saved the lives of thousands of dogs and cats by helping them – always as a complement to behavioural therapy – to recover their self-control mechanisms. Back when I met Nougat, the theory was that we should wait until the end of an animal’s maturation before using such a product, thus no earlier than six or eight months. Nougat was given another treatment, which did not control him enough, and Angèle and Agnès could no longer tolerate all the bites and scratches, which could have had disastrous medical consequences. A few weeks later, I found out that Nougat had been given to a friend with a house in the country. I understood the reasons for this decision and did not blame them. But one couldn’t hold out much hope for this hyperactive cat and his new outdoor life: the chances of survival were not that great when there were no self-control mechanisms in place.

Even though my encounter with Nougat took place a decade ago, it has remained lodged in my mind as a cautionary tale, and after discussing the matter with fellow psychiatrists at a later date, we decided that the age guidance for fluoxetine was counterproductive. Nowadays, if the symptoms require it, I prescribe fluoxetine from the age of three or four months in order to save the life of a kitten.

This lack of control was not Nougat’s fault: we now know that the roots of illness are a mixture of genetic vulnerability and developmental circumstances, and that the presence of a mother who is herself well balanced is a crucial element in the formation of self-control mechanisms. Let us not forget that, under the surface, a domestic cat is still potentially a wild animal, and it is important to realize this and understand the causes of illness and the consequences. Cats are not small dogs; their behaviour is different, and the story of Nougat reminds us how any imbalance can bring out the predator within.

A Little History

Twenty thousand years after the first dogs started living with humans, another carnivore came to share their everyday life. Where dogs and humans had a close-knit social bond and a common interest, this new addition was taken on primarily as a killer.

We said to cats: you can come and live with us, eat our leftovers, drink milk from our cows, enjoy the warmth of our fires, on the condition that you get rid of the mice and rats who raid the grain from our harvests. Cats only came to live with us when we settled down to become agricultural societies. Their presence was the product of a radical change in the human lifestyle; we learned to accommodate the presence of felines despite mutual distrust.

Can you imagine what it must have been like for our distant ancestors, in Asia or Africa, or even here in Europe, at the time of the cave paintings at Lascaux and Chauvet? Whether sabre-tooth tigers – they disappeared much later (10,000 years ago) than the original estimates (500,000 years ago) – or cave lions, which dwelt in these famous caves, cats would have immediately conjured an image of cunning and mortal danger. They acted alone, often in the shadows, and with their fangs and claws they spelled almost certain death to their chosen victims. This atavistic fear no doubt still lurks deep in the human imagination, and when Tiddles starts acting like a tiger or a lion, he reawakens in us that same terror of the prey.

The first felines appeared 12–13 million years ago, and the thirty-seven members of the Felidae family still have very similar characteristics. Even the best specialists can get it wrong when trying to distinguish a lion’s skull from that of a tiger. There are three recognized genera. The Panthera all like to roar. As everyone knows, only cheetahs have claws that don’t retract and they are the sole members of the genus Acinonyx. As for all the other ‘small’ cats, they are to be found in the genus Felis.

Cats are unique. Nowadays, they are one of the animals most sought after as a pet, but, apart from pedigree cats, which make up a very small percentage of the cat population, the term ‘domesticated’ is not appropriate. Indeed, for it to be applied correctly, the species must depend on humans for reproduction, breeding and all its needs. This domestication changes the morphology of the species, taking it away from its wild roots. Even today, despite the best efforts of many protectors and owners, cat reproduction still evades human control. I believe we are taking a wrong turning by introducing mass sterilization for all family cats. We risk being left only with pedigree or rescue cats.

Hypertypes

Like many of my colleagues today, I see the damage created by absurd breeding practices that lead to the existence of hypertypes, in which traits specific to pedigree cats are accentuated to an extreme degree. Even if the intention is to improve the cat species, I am no fan of the idea of leaving the future of the species in the hands of breeders. There are cat shows, for example, where higher marks go to Persian cats with concave faces – cats whose noses are set deeper than their eyes. They have more breathing difficulties, and their quality of life is not good. We vets are the guardians of animal welfare, but often our voices go unheard in the breeding clubs, and our warnings are ignored.

For a few years my family and I shared our lives with a Sphynx cat called Galinette. We loved her; she was unique, mischievous, affectionate, and we mourned her greatly when she’d gone. But for me she wasn’t a cat: although she had access to the outdoors, for her leaving the house was purgatory. Her pretty blue eyes couldn’t stand the sun; and as for her skin, the slightest contact with plants gave her pruritus, and she would break out in a rash. Of her own accord, she greatly restricted her excursions.

It is harsh of me to say that she wasn’t a cat. For example, she was a great predator, though in her own particular way. I amused generations of vets by filming her playing on hunt simulators on the iPad: she could concentrate on it for more than a quarter of an hour. I think one day she even amassed more than 2,000 points on Game for Cats.

I take such exception to this excessive selection (and these days most vets across the world think along the same lines)2 because it causes suffering. Galinette suffered from a very young age. We adopted her because she had feline calicivirus (a respiratory virus) and had become unsellable for her breeder. This had nothing to do with her breeding. She didn’t live very long (four years) and she died of the equivalent of Charcot-Marie-Tooth disease, a degeneration of the neuromuscular plaque, which was diagnosed by a laboratory in San Diego, California, and which may have been a consequence of her selection. Her daily discomfort was directly linked to her particularity: her lack of fur made her skin very fragile, and the fatty seborrhoea that often occurs with the absence of hair made her the only cat in the family that stained all the fabrics on which she lay down. In her favourite spots, the stains were impossible to remove. In spite of that – and sometimes because of her very frailty – we had a close bond with her.

I think I can say that she was happy: to us she seemed full of joy, as cuddly as we could wish. Though Galinette was an extraordinary character, her breed is an assault on the dignity of cats. Currently, several countries are legislating to ban certain breeds of cats (and dogs), when the selection of a hypertype affects their wellbeing. It seems a shame to me that we have to turn to the law: it suggests reasoned argument was not enough. It also runs the risk of creating a black market where the animals will be traded with even less regard for their wellbeing.

In Belgium in February 2021, the Walloon Council for Animal Welfare asked for the immediate banning of four breeds: the Scottish Fold, with its folded ears, which has many followers; the tailless Manx cat; the Munchkin with very short legs; and the Twisty or Kangaroo cat, with its atrophied or twisted limbs. The council also required the creation of a special commission for four other breeds: the Persian, the Exotic Shorthair, the Sphynx and the Devon Rex. If such an organization had existed before and had been created in France, an unlikely blue-eyed and light-skinned cat would not have come into our lives, and we would have gladly given up these few years of affectionate companionship to avoid so much suffering.

I say all this to emphasize how entrusting the future of the feline species to breeders alone would not be sensible. But I have no doubt that we can all work together to improve the wellbeing of all pedigree cats by significantly limiting the number of hypertypes.

Rescue Cats

When it comes to rescue cats, I believe we should adopt them, of course, but it is not sacrilegious to say that there is a greater risk of behavioural problems with them. Some of them are abandoned because of problems with cleanliness or aggression (those two things alone account for 80 per cent of medical consultations relating to cat behavioural issues). Disorders are not consistently managed in cat shelters: often they do not show up at all, or to only a very limited degree, under these very different conditions, and veterinary or volunteer staff are not trained in diagnosis or treatment, whether biological or behavioural.

Even when cats without problems arrive at a shelter, being in such a large community of other cats can create new issues. A cat needs to control its territory and have separate spaces, and this is often impossible to achieve at a shelter despite the best efforts of the charity workers and volunteers.

If you visit a cat shelter, you will see colonies of cats sharing a space. The people in charge say there are very few confrontations between cats, and whenever I have spent some time at one, this has seemed to be the case.

On the other hand, there are sometimes clear signs of depression among the feline inmates: when you visit these places, you will mainly find calm animals. With a more experienced eye you may notice cats with tangled, matted fur, a sign that they have been stinting on their grooming. It’s an indication of what experimental psychology calls learned helplessness. This phenomenon was described in the mid 1960s by Martin Seligman and Steven Maier in dogs following controversial experiments that won’t be repeated.3 Their theory posited that learned helplessness leads an animal to lose the sense of a connection between how it acts and the outcome of that action, the ability to have an awareness about that, and a behavioural response. Their experiment, conducted on dogs and reproduced on other animals, might have served as a demonstration of the existence of autonomous thought and the possibility of depression in animals, but it went against the orthodoxy of the time. When an animal finds itself in a situation in which its actions no longer affect its environment, and it can form an imaginary picture of its situation, then it displays behaviours that don’t make any sense. Lack of grooming fits in, as does massive behavioural inhibition. This suggests the possibility of a psychopathology, and we can see clear symptoms of a depressive state. The work of Seligman and Maier has been much used in human psychiatry as well to study depression.

You run the risk of inviting depression into your home if you adopt a cat from a shelter, because its personality might have been affected and because of the time it has spent there. One has to be aware the animal may have suffered major psychological trauma. Obviously, some cats have a natural resilience that will enable them to find their balance, but how many will never be able to trust their new owner, never be able to get over their pathological inhibition?

Sensitivity and Inhibition

This is the second aspect of a cat’s nature. As we have seen from how their history has played out, cats are predators, but they are also prey, and that predisposes them to two types of pathological process: hypersensitivity and inhibition. We will be revisiting these over the course of this book as they are key to understanding a great many of the problems in cats.
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