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Body Language

June E. Tuttle

| have four cats, giving me ample opportunity to
observe theirbody language with each other, with our
dog, and with people. I continue to be amazed by the
controlled muscle movements from head to tail that
provide the subtle expressions ofacat’s mood. These
body gestures can translate into friendly greeting,
fear, defensiveness, anxiety, and aggression. Ac-
cording toanimal behaviorists, animals that use forms
of visual communication must have a certain degree
of sociality. Therefore, cats must be social enough to
visually communicate with each other, despite their
reputation as solitary creatures.

Body language is comprised of words and sen-
tences, except that the words are in the form of
specific body movements, like a twitch of a tail or an
arched back. Likewise, the sentences in body lan-
guage are a combination of these movements to
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express a mood. First, we will look at the words in
body language and then we will look at the sentences
the cat forms to express itself.

From Head to Tail

Eyes:

The pupils ofanimal’seyesrespond to the amount
of ambient light: they contract in bright conditions
and dilate in low light conditions. However, the cat is
unique in that its mood can also affect the size of the
pupil, thus the pupil size may notdirectly correlate to
the light conditions. In such cases, contracted pupils
mean that the cat is taking an aggressive stance as the
initiator, or it could mean aggressive-playfulness.
Dilated pupils indicate that the cat is fearful, but
could become aggressive if the intruder gets too
close.

Ears:

Cats are like horses in that their ears are quite
expressive of their moods. When a cat’s ears are
pulled back it means that they are fearful and submis-
sive. However, don’t misinterpret submissive as
nonaggressive. A submissive cat will fight in self
defense if it is challenged sufficiently.

If the ears are slightly rotated with the back of the
ear more forward than back, beware. This catis finely
tuning it’s body into the attack mode.

Twitching ears can mean the cat is submissive or
aggressive, or merely showing pleasure or irritation
at the current circumstances.
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Whiskers:

When acat is relaxed and content, the whiskers
are outwardly extended. If the whiskers are pulled
back against the face or are bristling, then it is
displaying discontent and possible aggression.

Mouth:

Curled or pulled back lips indicate aggression.
Otherwise, the lips remain in theirnormal position. A
unique mouth and facial position ofthe catis the gape
or Flehman. The result is an open-mouth gape fol-
lowed by licking the nose. The response is elicited by
the scent of foreign cat urine. The process helps the
cat identify the intruder by using the vomeronasal
region. This sensory region is located between the
mouth and the nasal cavity above the hard palate.

Paws:

Any cat person knows that cat paws can be very
strong communication devices. The paws can pro-
vide the softest touch, as in the kneading of a con-
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tented cat, or they can become dangerous daggers as
the claws are extended in an attack.

Tail:

Although long-tailed cats are better able to visu-
ally express theirmoods by their tail carriage, you can
still interpret a short-tailed cat’s communications,
although the message will be abbreviated.

An erect tail with a slight bend to the tip is a form
offriendly greeting. However, if the tail is straight or
slightly arched with bristled hair, the cat is showing
that it may attack if provoked. An imminent attack is
indicated if the cat is thumping or swishing its tail.
The increased frequency of tail movement indicates
a greater degree of aggressiveness. If only the tail tip
is in motion, the cat is in a predatory-aggressive
frame of mind or irritated.

A common tail position for kittens is the inverted
u-shape with the tail raised. This position is typical
when the kitten is in a playful mood.

A relaxed and content cat will carry its tail at
about a 40 degree angle with the tip slightly curved
upward.

Spine:

The arched spine shows that the cat is fearful,
usually in the presence of an intruder. It does not
indicate aggression, itis more of adefensive position.

Interpreting Body Language

Now that we looked at individual components that
comprise acat’s body language, it’s time to combine
the body “words” into the various messages the catis
trying to convey. Body language can be divided into
two categories— distance-reducing (friendliness or
playfulness) or distance-increasing (aggressive or
defensive). Within each of these categories, there are
various subtleties.

I'mrdadyairelone
The typical feline stance is with the head lowereu
and the hindquarters slightly raised. The tail will be



What messages are these cats trying to convey?

straight withjust the tip bent slightly forward orto the
side. Sometimes the cat will quiver it or wave the tip
slowly from side-to-side. When the cat approaches it
is noticeably stiff-legged and seems to be carrying its
hind end weight more on its toes. Once physical
contact with the owner is made, the cat usually rubs
its face against the owner, beginning with its cheeks,
whiskers and finally the top of its head. This endear-
ing expression of attachment actually is the cat’s way
of leaving its scent on the owner for all other cats to
know that this person belongs toit. The ownerusually
responds by petting the cat. At this point the cat may
close its eyes halfway and perhapsroll over, showing
that it feels relaxed and trusts the person.

Hello. Are vou wv friend?

If the cats are familiar and friendly with each
other they will sniff each other around the head and
nose. This can be followed by mutual grooming or
they just amble away from each other. However, if
the cats areunfamiliar with each other, a different
display occurs. The more aggressive of the cats will

have direct eye contact with the other cat. The eye
pupils are constricted, the whiskers are directed for-
ward, ears are erect, the head is held down, walks
erect on tiptoe, claws are protruded, and the tail is
lowered and the tip may be swishing from side-to-
side and bristling may occur.

A cat showing only a moderate degree of aggres-
siveness will have a vertical tail position with hair
bristling. The cat taking the more defensive position
will arch its back, the tail will be raised but arched
with bristled hair, the ears will be flat back, the mouth
corners are pulled back to expose the teeth, and the
whiskers are pulled against the cheeks. This position
equates to the pose depicted for the Halloween cat.

A low ranking cat (the pariah) will go into a
crouched position with ears flattened against its head
when it is approached by a higher ranking cat. This is
the closest posture conveying submissiveness in the
cat. However, the usual feline social rank changes
with location and circumstances. For example, it has
been observed that a high-ranking cat will defer to a
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subordinate cat when it is near the subordinate’s
sleeping place.

ImMazed,

One ofmy cats s quite fearful of carrides and her
body language clearly states her feelings. She takes a
defensive body position with her back arched, she
salivates profusely which is sometimes accompanied
by avocal hissing, herpupils are very dilated and she
rapidly moves her eyes from side-to-side. Addition-
ally, some cats will have their ears flattened back
against their head and protrude their claws.

(h de=x wetdold coro?

The next time you see your cat quickly changing
from an aggressive or defensive posture to grooming,
it is displaying the feline form of displacement be-
havior. This rapid change to grooming usually occurs
when the cat is facing a perplexing or frightening
situation. Some animal behaviorists compare it to
people biting their fingernails to displace their ner-
vousness.

I’'m not feelins well at all.

Anyone who has owned cats for a period of time
has had the opportunity to see the demeanor of a cat
that is ill. Typical body postures include a very low
tail carriage, resting in a hunched position, and eyes
closed or half-closed with the nictitating membrane
visible. The cat may also swish the tip of its tail as if
agitated. If your cat is sending this message to you,
don’thesitate. Make an appointment with the veteri-
narian to have your cat examined.

The Last Word

When you combine your cat’s vocalizations with its
body language you have afull array offeline commu-
nications. As an owner it can be a challenge to
interpret your cat’s message, but if you listen and
observe carefully you will begin to understand what
you cat is trying to convey to you. m

Book Bits— Food Hypersensitivity

Food hypersensitivity is an uncommon, nonseasonal,
itchy skin disorder of cats. Unfortunately, informa-
tion on the specific dietary substances involved in
feline food hypersensitivity is meager at best. Many
ofthe skin lesions seen in this disease mimic those of
atopy. Surprisingly, signs related to the gastrointesti-
nal tract (vomiting, diarrhea) are seen in fewer than
10 percent of cases.

Diagnosis of food hypersensitivity may be made
by feeding a hypoallergenic diet for three weeks and
observing if the skin problem improves, thenrefeeding
the normal diet and observing if the skin problem
worsens again. Therapy consists of avoidance of

offending food or administration of glucocorticoids.
Long-term hypoallergenic diets may be developed
by adding single dietary items to the basic
hypoallergenic diet and evaluating each item for
seven days.— From The Cornell Book of Cats by
Mordecai Siegal and Cornell University. Copyright
1989 by Mordecai Siegal and Cornell University.
Reprinted by permission ofVillard Boods, a division
ofRandom House, Inc.



Q. What percentage of cats exposed to the feline
leukemia virus (FeLV) become only transiently in-
fected and are able to fight off the virus? What
percentage ofthese transiently-infected cats are then
immune to FeLV—T. L., lowa

A. The answer, in part, is based on the age of the cat
when exposed to the virus. Almost 100 percent of
neonate kittens infected with FeLV will become
persistently infected, whereas only 70 to 80 percent
of 6- to 8-week-old kittens will suffer the same fate.
Mature cats are more resistant persistent infections.

One study investigated the infection status of cats
in multiple-cat households that housed FeLV-in-
fected cats. Thirty percent ofcats in those households
apparently were not exposed to enough viruses to
trigger ameasurable immune response. Twenty-eight
percent were persistently infected, and the remaining
42 percent were infected at some time but were able
tomount an effective immune response and eliminate
the infection. In other words, approximately 60 per-
cent of the infected cats were able to eliminate the
infection (i.e., transient infections).

Unlike what was previously thought, cats that
have once fought off the infection are not necessarily
immune for life. In arecent study, only 50 percent of
cats that had transient infections were able to resist
infection three years later. This particular study in-
volved inadequate numbers of cats to draw any firm
conclusions on percentages, but clearly, the same
cats that have recovered from infection may not be
immune to future infections.

Q. Three ofmy seven cats have been diagnosed with
feline miliary dermatitis. / ’'mparticularly concerned
aboutmy 10-year-old cat that has had this condition

for aboutsixyears. He has been on a low dose 0f2.5
mg of prednisolone 3 to 4 times per week for two
years. It helps some, but not much. I’ve read that
prolonged use ofcortisone can cause diabetes. What
should I do?—L.S., Texas

A. Miliary dermatitis describes how the feline skin
can react to a number of different diseases. At least
twenty different causes of miliary dermatitis exist—
mostly allergic, parasitic, or infectious conditions—
so the best way to control the problem is to try to find
the cause and treat appropriately. Basic diagnostic
tests to perform on any cat with miliary dermatitis
include a complete physical examination, multiple
skin scrapings, ringworm culture, fecal examination,
and flea combing to look for evidence of fleas. The
most common cause of miliary dermatitis is flea bite
hypersensitivity. Many cats with flea allergy do not
have a heavy flea load, but it only takes afew bites to
cause some cats to react. Strict flea control will make
a big difference to these cats, but admittedly, reduc-
ing the flea population is a difficult task.

Cats thatrequire some kind ofcortisone to control
their skin disease often do quite well at low doses
given every other day. The dose your cat is receiv-
ing— 2.5 mg every other day— is a low dose. In fact,
many cats are able to tolerate amuch higher dose than
this with no problems. Although diabetes and im-
mune system suppression are concerns, at low doses
they are uncommon side effects, even with long-term
usage. Some reports indicate that over 50 percent of
cats with an itchy skin disease respond favorably toa
combination of fatty acid supplementation with an
antihistamine, thus allowing areduced dose of corti-

(continued on page 8)
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Honor Roll

We gratefully acknowledge the following who have contributed $100 or more to support the center’swork. We
also extend a thank you to those individuals who also gave, but who are not listed on the Honor Roll.

Donors ($1000 & Up) Gift Description

Ms. Ann Bradley, California In memory of Karl Lavigne, No Moose, and Frango

Marian Nickson, New York In memory of Puddy Cat, Little Guy, Other Kitty; In honor of Tinker Big Kitty, and
Blackie

Donors ($500-$999)

Stephanie Codrea, Maryland In memory of Mew, Shadow, Lady, Boy, Smokey, and Midnight
Mr. and Mrs. Norman Siskel, North Carolina In honor of Mickey and Woodie
WHAM/WVOR/WHTK/WEZO FM Radio, New York Charity Cigar Benefit

Linda R. Emory, New York In memory of Oliver

Miss Margaret Plunkett, Minnesota General Contribution, Class of 1927 Women

Mr. and Mrs. William Scarlett, New Jersey In honor of Dr. James C. Zgoda

Donors f$100-$249)

Linda Alger, Maryland In memory of Merlyn

Aventura Mall Fountain Fund General Contribution

Cynthia M. Boatright, Ohio In memory of Tiger

Agnes Bruno, New York In memory of Squeaky and Mitsy

Alice Bruno, New York In memory of Squeaky and Mitsy

Susan Curtin, Connecticut In memory of Samantha, Tiffany, and Tigger The Hog
Mr. and Mrs. James Diehl, Pennsylvania In memory of Tiby

Ann Fink, Illinois General Contribution

Dr. John I. Frederick, New York General Contribution

Barbara Friedman, New Jersey Pumpkin Draper Memorial Fund

Pauline F. Gherson, Massachusetts In memory of Mai-Si-Wickie

Susan Gillespie, Pennsylvania In memory of Merlin; In honor of Dr. Jeanne Pittari
Leslie Gould, Massachusetts In memory of Kitty

Dr. and Mrs. Robert Haller General Contribution

Michael and Amy Helper, California In memory of Firecracker

Jane C. Hundal, Vermont In memory of Sisa

Sharon Kapple, New York In memory of Shazbot; In honor of Cincinnati Red
Donald Lomb, New York General Contribution

Jeanne M. Luboja, New York In memory of “Nipper” Timm

Ann MacLenathen, New York In memory of Squeek; FeLV Studies

Mrs. Rosemarie Monahan, Pennsylvania General Contribution

Mary B. Moore, New York General Contribution

Kathryn O’Connor, Virginia In memory of Charlie

Doris C. Parr, Connecticut Dr. Louis J. Camuti Memorial Fund

Mary C. Peters, Connecticut Dr. Louis J. Camuti Memorial Fund

Candace Price, Pennsylvania In memory of Pip

Kathleen A. Ream, Virginia General Contribution

Loren and Gretel Robinson, Michigan In memory of Bo

Helen Shepard, New York Dr. Louis J. Camuti Memorial Fund

Marcia Stahl, New York In honor of Ridge Animal Hospital

Evelyn Spiers Vail, Connecticut In memory of Blaze, Molly, and Marmalade
Alyce Swartz “Sunday” Swartz Memorial Fund

Peter Vangerbig, New York General Contribution

Mr. and Mrs. William E. Ward, California General Contribution

Mary N. Weatherred, Texas General Contribution

Ronald E. Welch, Vermont General Contribution

Mary V. Wilkinson, Connecticut In memory of Purr Box, Prometheus, Friendl, Lizzie, and Boy Cat; In honor of Dr.

William Lovers, Dr. Richard Koven and Dr. Melissa Shapiro



Cat Club Donors ($1,000 & Up)
Capital Cat Fanciers, Inc., Maryland
Carolina Sophisticats, South Carolina
Foothills Felines, South Carolina
Garden State Cat Club, New Jersey
Lincoln State Cat Club, Inc., lllinois

Contributing Members

Mrs. John H. Arnold, Pennsylvania

Taylor R. Hoag, Florida

Gerald and Jane King, New York

Roger Northon, Vermont

Paul and Liane Davis, Connecticut

Kim A. Kovacs, Ohio  (In memory of Kitty)
Malcolm R. Schade, New York

Susan Whipple, Oregon (In memory of Sputnik)

Purr-feet Gifts

Tee-shirts— ($16.99: includes shipping, NY residents
add 8% sales tax)— These shirts feature two adorable cats
and the Center’e logo. They make great gifts and are
available in avariety ofcolors: purple, fuchsia, teal green,
stonewashed blue, ash, and turquoise. Adult sizes: Large
(42-44), X-Large (46-48), and XX-Large (50-52).

Gift Memberships— ($16.00)— Looking for a gift that
gives the entire year? A membership to the Center pro-
vides the recipient with four issues of Perspectives on
Cats, a logo decal, and a speical letter acknowledging
your gift.

The Cornell Book of Cats— ($30.00: includes shipping,
NY residents add 8% sales tax)}— This popular cat care
book is agood reference book for novice and experienced
cat owners. By ordering directly from the Center, your
book will be autographed by the director, Dr. Fred W.
Scott.

Honor Certificates— ($25.00)— If you're looking for a
special way to say “thank you” to your veterinarian,
consider apersonalized parchment certificate. A person-
alized letter is sent wtih the certificate, stating your
appreciation.

Order Form

Send this completed form and remittance to:

"Orders, Cornell Feline Health Center, T7018 VRT, Ithaca, NY 14853-6401"

S Q

1 PREFERRED ALTERNATE T

z COLOR COLOR Y PRICE
E

8% Sales Tax (New York residents only)

GIFT ITEM
Y/N DESCRIPTION
SHIP TO:

TOTAL AMOUNT $

SEND GIFT MEMBERSHIP OR HONOR
CERTIFICATE TO:
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Mail Bag (continued from page 5)

sone to control the problem. There is adelay in how
quickly the fatty acid supplement takes effect; it may
take several weeks or longer in some cats before any
positive benefitis seen.

Q. Wouldadding a little vegetable oil or cod liver oil
help a cat that is prone to constipation or bladder
disease? If so, how much should be added to the
food?—L.F., New York

A. Adding vegetable oil or cod liver oil to the food
normally won’t have much effect on stool consis-
tency. These are fats that are digested and then
absorbed by the gastrointestinal tract, and won’t act
as fecal lubricants unless they are given in quantity
that overload the gastrointestinal tract. Fat supple-
mentation to a balanced diet is not necessary and can
actually be harmful. It disturbs the balance of nutri-
ents, can cause obesity, and may cause toxicity asin
the case of cod liver oil. There is no evidence that
either of these oils are beneficial to cats with bladder
disease. m

Cornell Feline Health Center
Cornell University

College of Veterinary Medicine
Ithaca, New York 14853

Have aquestion aboutcat health? Send itto
Mail Bag, Cornell Feline Health Center,
College of Veterinary Medicine, Ithaca, NY
14853-6401 or FAX it to (607) 253-3419.

SHe of Stanp Collection Wil
Berefit Feline Health Center

The Cornell Feline Health Center recently re-
ceived a stamp collection from an anonymous
donor in memory of their cats. The collection is
being sold in its entirety, and is valued at $17,000.
The condition of the stamps are rated fine to extra-
fine quality. The oldest stamp dates to 1908. The
collection includes such valuable stamps as the
Presidential set (32 stamps), dated 1938; Famous
Americans series, dated 1940; and the Library
series, dated 1954-61. Interested philatelists should
contact Dr. Jim Richards, Assistant Director,
Cornell Feline Health Center, College of Veteri-
nary Medicine, Ithaca, NY 14853 for a complete
listing of the stamps in the collection.

Dr. Donald H. Lein
206 Diag. Lab
Diagnostic Laboratory
Feline Health Center



