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HOW TO CREATE A WELL-BEHAVED CAT


Have you ever wished that your cat would stop doing so many annoying things? Probably; most cat owners have. But because of the cat’s reputation for independence, you would probably laugh at the idea that a cat could ever do just what its owner wanted. Nevertheless, training is possible—and the result can be cat behavior that satisfies you, as long as you’re willing to be somewhat flexible. 


The first step in the process is to understand that cats are not people—that, as feline expert Gwen Bohnenkamp observes, cats “don’t speak English, [and] they can’t read books or attend lectures.” Your cat has different tastes from yours. Therefore, getting your cat to do what you want requires you to get used to thinking like a cat.


What does your cat like to do? If your cat is anything like mine, it probably likes to sleep a lot, and when it’s awake, it may be giving itself a bath. So far, so good—these are habits that don’t usually bother a cat’s human very much. But many cats also like to claw furniture and carpets, and the more expensive, the better, as cats apparently have an exquisite eye for luxury. In addition, as you have probably noticed, cats are experts at knocking things down. Is there a vase on the table filled with fresh flowers and water? The cat simply must know what is at the bottom and will knock it over, or off the table, to find out. Is the dresser or nightstand covered with small objects? These, to a cat, are irresistible playthings at 4 a.m. Is there a sleepy human yawning on the stairs? A clever cat can help that person reach the bottom in a hurry if it weaves around the human’s legs just right.


Once you have identified the things your cat likes, the training can begin. The next step is absolutely crucial to the success of the training process. If you master it, you and your cat will be like creatures with a single mind (except that only one of you will know how to balance a checkbook and drive). If you fail, however, you can resign yourself to a lifetime of annoying cat behavior. Take a deep breath—are you ready? The trick is this: you must accept that it is you, not the cat, who must change.


See how simple this technique is? A cat is a stubborn creature molded by millennia of instinct. Trying to change a cat is foolhardy, so changing your behavior is the logical thing to do—and you, being a rational creature, can easily understand this. 

First, work on changing your way of thinking. Teach yourself a few simple tricks to begin your new relationship with your cat. Start off with the “I didn’t like that vase anyway” trick. Fill a vase with fresh flowers and water, and place it temptingly on a table. Glare at the vase. Learn to loathe it. Feel your horror as you try to figure out what possessed you to buy the vase in the first place. Now, wait for the cat to do what you now want it to do: knock the vase to the floor. Related to this trick is the “What an ugly couch” trick (imagine the couch with claw marks—admit it, that would be an improvement!) and the spectacular “I was hoping to spend my summer in traction” stairway maneuver.

Second, work on behavior modification. Have you ever wondered why you don’t get up at 4 a.m. and feed the cat? So has the cat. Learn to anticipate behaviors, such as the unreasonable desire to stay in bed for six or eight hours at a time, and defeat them by thinking like a cat. Here’s kitty—it must be morning. You can always catch a nap later. Notice that the howling at the bedroom door has stopped! You might even get to keep some of the heirlooms on the dresser; if not, return to the previous step and repeat until everything is broken.

These ideas are just suggestions, as every cat and owner are different. Work with your cat closely to get the desired results. Just remember to figure out what the cat is going to do, and then master the art of wanting it to do exactly that. 

So don’t be fooled by those who tell you that a cat and its owner will always want different things. Sure, it’s probably impossible to change a cat, which is a creature of habit. You, on the other hand, are a sensible person who can master new ideas. Accept the thing you cannot change: your cat. Then change the things you can: your own desires.

Presto—a perfectly behaved cat!

WORK CITED

Bohnenkamp, Gwen. “Basic Cat Training or How Cats Learn.” Perfect Paws Web site. 2004. 7 May 2004 <http://www.perfectpaws.com/train.html>.
