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1 The Origin and Evolution  
of the Domestic Cat

There are approximately 40 different species of the cat family, classification Felidae 
(Table 1.1), all of which are descended from a leopard-like predator Pseudaelurus 
that existed in South-east Asia around 11 million years ago (O’Brien and Johnson, 
2007). Other than the domestic cat, the most well known of the Felidae are the big 
cats such as lions, tigers and panthers, sub-classification Panthera. But the cat family 
also includes a large number of small cats, including a group commonly known as the 
wildcats, sub-classification Felis silvestris (Table 1.2).

Physical similarity suggests that the domestic cat (Felis silvestris catus) originally 
derived from one or more than one of these small wildcats. DNA examination shows 
that it is most closely related to the African wildcat (Felis silvestris lybica), which has 
almost identical DNA, indicating that the African wildcat is the domestic cat’s 
 primary ancestor (Lipinski et al., 2008).

The African Wildcat

The African wildcat is still in existence today and is a solitary and highly territorial 
animal indigenous to areas of North Africa and the Near East, the region where 
domestication of the cat is believed to have first taken place (Driscoll et al., 2007; 
Faure and Kitchener, 2009). It is primarily a nocturnal hunter that preys mainly on 
rodents but it will also eat insects, reptiles and other mammals including the young 
of small antelopes. Also known as the Arabian or North African wildcat, it is similar 
in appearance to a domestic tabby, with a striped grey/sandy-coloured coat, but is 
slightly larger and with longer legs (Fig. 1.1).

Felis lybica has long been considered a prime candidate as the ancestor of the 
domestic cat, even before the emergence of supporting DNA evidence, not only 
owing to its physical similarity and area of native origin, but also because it is com-
paratively less aggressive than other wildcats and it has been reported that attempts 
to tame and socialize African wildcat kittens with people have been successful. 
Other wildcats, although also similar in appearance to domestic cats, are not so 
tractable. The European wildcat (Felis s. sylvestris), also known as the Scottish 
wildcat, is particularly difficult to tame, and will remain fearful and aggressive even 
if hand raised and well socialized with people from an early age (Bradshaw, 2013; 
Serpell, 2014).



4 Chapter 1

Table 1.1. Classification of Felidae (The Cat Family).

Lineage Common Name Species

Panthera
Lion Panthera leo
Leopard Panthera pardus
Jaguar Panthera onca
Tiger Panthera tigris
Snow Leopard Panthera uncia
Clouded Leopard Neofelis nebulosi
Sunda Clouded Leopard Neofelis diardi

Bay Cat
Asiatic golden cat Catopuma temminckii
Bornean bay cat Catopuma badia
Marbled cat Pardofelis marmorata

Caracal
Caracal Caracal caracal
African golden cat Caracal aurata
Serval Leptailurus serval

Ocelot
Geoffroys’s cat Leopardus geoffroyi
Guiña, Kodkod Leopardus guigna
Northern tiger cat Leopardus tigrinus
Southern tiger cat Leopardus guttulus
Andean cat Leopardus jacobita
Margay Leopardus wiedii
Pampas cat Leopardus colocolo
Ocelot Leopardus pardalis

Lynx
Iberian lynx Lynx pardinus
Eurasian lynx Lynx lynx
Canada lynx Lynx Canadensis
Bobcat Lynx rufus

Puma
Puma Puma concolor
Cheetah Acinonyx jubatus
Jaguarundi Herpailurus yagouaoundi

Leopard Cat
Leopard cat Prionailurus bengalensis
Fishing cat Prionailurus viserrinus
Flat-headed cat Prionailurus planiceps
Rusty-spotted cat Prionailurus rubiginosus
Pallas’s cat Octocolbus manul

Felis
Wildcat Felis silvestris
Sand cat Felis margarita
Black-footed cat Felis nigripes
Jungle cat Felis Chaus
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Domestication

Definition

There is a distinct difference between an animal that has been tamed and a domesticated 
species.

 ● A tamed animal is an individual from a wild population that has been conditioned 
to no longer fear people. There is no human influence on other members of the 
same species or on the genetics of the species.

 ● A domesticated species refers to a taxonomic group of animals whose behaviour, 
physiology and genetics have been altered by selective breeding. Domestication is 
a gradual process that can take several generations.

The beginnings of feline domestication

The domestication of the cat probably began around 10,000 years ago in a region of 
the Middle East known as the Fertile Crescent (Fig. 1.2) (Vigne et al., 2004; Driscoll 

Table 1.2. Sub-species of small wildcats (Silvestris spp.).

Common name Species

European (Scottish) wildcat Felis silvestris silvestris
Indian desert cat Felis silvestris ornata
Chinese mountain cat Felis silvestris bieti
South African wildcat (Caffer cat, Bush cat) Felis silvestris cafra
African wildcat (aka North African or Arabian wildcat) Felis silvestris lybica
Domestic cat Felis silvestris catus

Fig. 1.1. The African wildcat (Felis silvestris lybica). The most likely ancestor of the domestic cat.
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et al., 2007; Lipinski et al., 2008; Bradshaw, 2013). This area is so called because it 
is thought to be the birthplace of farming, which occurred during the Natufian period 
12,800 to 10,300 years ago. The Natufian people were the first to build permanent 
stone houses and are believed to be the originators of agriculture (Bar-Yosef, 1998).

It would have been necessary to store crops produced by farming to provide food 
throughout the year. Grain and other food stores would have attracted vermin, and 
it is believed that this played a large part in the evolution and eventual widespread 
multiplicity of the house mouse (Mus musculus). These and other rodents, including 
rats, were likely to have become present in large numbers around human settlements. 
This is supported by archaeological discoveries of pottery rodent-traps (Filer, 2003). 
But another means of rodent control was also likely to have presented itself in the 
form of natural predators, including the African wildcat, which would have been 
attracted to human habitation by the high predominance of and easy access to prey.

It is speculated that the domestication of the cat took place by a variety of means:

 ● The cats that were better able to cope with being near human settlements would 
have had increased hunting opportunities and so better survival prospects. It is 
therefore theorized that cats might have ‘domesticated themselves’ by increased 
association with humans, which would have selected for calmer and more tame-
able individuals (Leyhausen, 1988).

 ● Because of their usefulness as vermin controllers it is also likely that cats were fed 
and encouraged by people to stay close to human settlements.
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Fig. 1.2. The Fertile Crescent, the area believed to be where the domestication of the cat 
began. Pink denotes the area inhabited by the Natufian people 12,800 to 10,300 years 
ago, the first people to build permanent stone houses and believed to be the originators of 
agriculture.
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 ● The domestication process might have been further assisted by people capturing, 
adopting and taming kittens, a process that still occurs today in some primitive 
societies such as Amazonian tribes, who capture and make pets of various jungle 
species (Serpell, 2014).

Ancient Egypt – the hub of domestication

The beginnings of domestication may have taken place in other areas of the Near and 
Middle East but most evidence of large-scale domestication comes from ancient Egypt.

There are many ancient Egyptian pictorial and hieroglyphic references to cats. In 
the earliest illustrations and hieroglyphs there was rarely any lexicographical discrim-
ination between wild or domestic cats, or between the different species of wildcats. 
Therefore, it is often unclear if the cats depicted were wild or domesticated (Malek, 
1993). During the Middle Kingdom period (2025–1606 bc), however, cats began to be 
depicted in association with people and a set of hieroglyphs translated as ‘miw’ start to 
appear indicating the domestic cat. Later, during the New Kingdom period (1539–1070 bc) 
illustrations of cats in domestic situations increased to where they appear to have 
become an accepted part of everyday life (Serpell, 1988; Filer, 1995; Bradshaw, 2013).

Historical Attitudes Towards Cats

Human attitudes towards cats have varied tremendously throughout history, from 
being highly revered in ancient Egypt to being subjected to widespread hatred and 
persecution throughout much of Europe from the Middle Ages and beyond.

The Cat in the Ancient Egyptian religion

Animals played an important part in Egyptian religion. The Egyptians did not, as is 
commonly thought, worship the animal itself but they believed that the gods could 
manifest themselves as animals; they therefore considered members of a species associ-
ated with a god or goddess to be representations of, and be imbued with, the spirit of 
that deity. The cat had other godly associations but became particularly associated with 
the goddess Bastet. Bastet represented fertility, child bearing, general care,  nurturing and 
protection, which made her a very popular goddess with the masses who suffered high 
levels of child mortality and a generally high death rate. Her role as a nurturing mother 
figure also made her a deity of choice for anyone seeking help and comfort.

European attitudes to cats from the Middle Ages and beyond

Attitudes to cats in early medieval Western Europe appear to have been positive or at 
least benign. They were highly valued for their rodent-killing ability and although 
English bishops tried to ban other animals being kept in nunneries and monasteries, 
they allowed, even encouraged, the keeping of cats, from where there are also records 
that they were occasionally kept as fond companions (Newman, 1992). Celtic monks 
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also included cats favourably in their illustrations. By the 13th century, however, cats 
were not viewed so favourably by the Christian church, most possibly because of their 
association with some of the pre-Christian religions. At around this time, a wide-
spread hatred and persecution developed that persisted for over 400 years (Engels, 
1999; Lockwood, 2005).

Companion animals, but most especially cats, also came to be associated with witches 
and witchcraft. This association might have evolved from a fear and condemnation of 
pagan religions that involved the worship of female deities, most notably those for whom 
the cat was a divine incarnation such as Bastet, Isis, Artemis and Diana (Engels, 1999).

The persecution of cats, sanctioned by the church, became so widespread that 
they were often killed for ‘good luck’ and in many European areas their mass slaugh-
ter, usually by burning, became an accepted part of some feast days and festivals 
(Lockwood, 2005). Some of these ritual ‘celebrations’ persisted into modern times, 
especially in some areas of rural France where they continued well into the 18th century 
(Darnton, 1984; cited in Lockwood, 2005.)

The Modern-day Pet Cat

Pedigree cat breeds

Widespread selective breeding of cats to produce distinct breeds is a fairly recent activity 
that began in the late 19th century. When the first recorded cat show was held at the Crystal 
Palace in London in 1871 the cats were separated into two groups: long-haired and short-
haired with four ‘types’ in the long-haired group and 12 in the short-haired section (Weir, 
1889). Many of these were defined by no more than coat colour so they might have been 
just naturally occurring variations, rather than as a result of selective breeding.

In comparison, The Governing Council of the Cat Fancy (GCCF), the modern-day 
registry for pedigree cats in the UK, recognizes more than 65 breeds, separated into 
seven groups. And in the USA, where there are two main feline breed registries, 
43 different breeds are recognized by the Cat Fanciers Association (CFA) and around 
70 by The International Cat Association (TICA).

Behavioural and personality traits of cat breeds

When reading about individual cat breeds, information about behavioural traits is 
usually supplied as well as a description of the breed’s physical appearance. But there 
has been very little scientific research into breed-specific behaviour in cats.

One major difference between the selective breeding of dogs and that of cats is 
that dogs were originally selectively bred to enhance behavioural as well as physical 
characteristics, whereas cats have generally been bred to enhance physical differences 
only. Therefore breed-related behavioural differences would be expected to occur far 
more in dogs than in cats. Even so, research into dog behaviour has shown that, even 
with dogs, there is often as much behavioural variation between individuals as there 
is between different breeds and this can certainly be the case with cats as well.

What can have an indirect influence on behaviour, however, are the extreme changes 
from the normal physical shape and a predisposition towards inherited disorders that 
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can result from selective breeding. These might cause life-long pain and discomfort that 
in turn might negatively influence behaviour, as well as being a serious health and wel-
fare concern (Fig. 1.3 a–c).

Domestic/wild hybrids

In recent years there has been an increasing fashion for hybrid cat breeds (Table 1.3). 
There are insufficient data available to allow accurate advice to be given as to the 
expected behaviour or potential behaviour problems associated with these breeds. 
However, the fact that they have genetic input from wild felines, some of which are 

(a)

(c)

(b)

Fig. 1.3. (a) Munchkins are an extreme example of how selective breeding from mutations 
and deformities can produce animals that are very different from the normal feline physical 
shape. The short legs and long spine of the Munchkin can restrict the cat’s movement 
and the ability to groom itself, plus the development of abnormal joints can be painful and 
debilitating. The Munchkin is not recognized by the Governing Council of the Cat Fancy 
(GCCF) in the UK or by the Cat Fanciers Association (CFA). (b) Another example of 
extreme and detrimental change from the natural feline shape is the brachycephalic (short 
nose) Persian. These cats can suffer from a wide range of health problems including: 
corneal sequestrum development and persistent ocular discharge owing to abnormally 
large protruding eyes; dental disease owing to a shortened jaw and misaligned teeth; and 
of most concern severe breathing difficulties owing to a severely reduced nasal opening, 
narrowed nasal passages and often an over-long soft palate. (c) The Scottish Fold is a 
breed whose physical appearance is linked to a debilitating genetic mutation that affects 
the development of cartilage. This mutation (osteochondrodysplasia) not only affects the 
ears, giving the cat its characteristic ‘folded’ ears, but also the cartilage and bone in the 
joints leading to severe and painful arthritis.
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known to be difficult if not impossible to tame, raises concerns regarding the safety 
of keeping these cats in a home environment and for the welfare of the cats 
themselves.

Current Attitudes Towards Cats and Keeping Cats as Pets

Sadly, a professed hatred or mistrust of cats is still not uncommon, even in countries 
and cultures where there is a high level of pet cat ownership. Cats are also more likely 
to be subjected to intentional physical abuse than dogs (Lockwood, 2005). Research 
has found, however, that the attitude of most people towards cats is now generally 
positive (Turner, 2014).

In many developing countries, cats are still kept primarily for vermin control, but the 
keeping of cats for companionship is a growing practice worldwide and is more popular 
now than it has ever been, especially in areas of greater economic growth and urbaniza-
tion (Bernstein, 2007). In the UK, approximately 40% of all households own a pet with 
around 17% owning at least one pet cat (PFMA, 2017). Over the whole of Europe, 
excluding Russia, there are around 75 million pet-owning households, with cats surpass-
ing dogs as the most popular (FEDIAF, 2014). In the USA more than half of all house-
holds own at least one pet animal, an estimated 30% being cats (AVMA, 2012).

Why do we keep cats as pets?

Although every pet cat owner will have their own reasons why they have a cat, for 
many the initial appeal can be the cat or kitten’s appearance. Their round faces, large, 
forward-facing eyes and small noses give cats a look reminiscent of a human infant, 
thereby appearing ‘cute’ and engendering nurturing feelings in human adults, espe-
cially women. The type of pet that someone chooses can also be highly influenced by 
previous experience. People that have owned cats previously, especially if they grew 
up with them are more likely to keep cats as adults (Serpell, 1981). The cat’s inde-
pendence can also be an attraction for some, although this is more likely to be the 
case for owners that allow their cats outdoor access. Owners of indoor-only cats are 
less likely to consider this to be a desirable characteristic (Turner, 1995).

Attachment

An attachment can be described as a close emotional bond with another individual. 
Most pet owners, especially cat and dog owners, develop an emotional attachment to 
their pet similar to that experienced with close friends and family members.

Table 1.3. Hybrid cat breeds.

Breed Genetic input

Bengal Asian leopard cat (Prionailurus bengalensis)
Chausie Jungle cat (Felis chaus)
Savannah Serval (Leptailurus serval)
Safari Geoffroys’s cat (Leopardus geoffroyi )
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Studies have also shown that there are physiological and psychological health 
benefits to be gained from pet ownership (Friedmann and Thomas, 1995; Bernstein, 
2007; Kanat-Maymon et al., 2016). Stroking or just being near to a cat that an indi-
vidual has an attachment to has been shown to effectively reduce heart rate and lower 
blood pressure (Dinis and Martins, 2016).

Pets can also provide owners with emotional support and for people who live 
alone or have limited social interactions, a dog or cat might be the only consistent 
emotional support available (Stammbach and Turner, 1999).

Feline Behaviour

Despite the popularity of cats as pets, the overall level of knowledge in feline behaviour 
appears limited and nowhere near as widespread as the increasing general awareness of 
canine behaviour (Riccomini, 2009; Pereira et al., 2014). Sadly, a lack or misunderstand-
ing of feline behaviour by well-meaning and often compassionate cat owners and carers 
can be a major contributory factor in the development of feline stress and associated 
health and behaviour conditions (see Chapter 6).

Anthropomorphism

Anthropomorphism is the attributing of human characteristics and thoughts to non- 
human animals. Many pet owners exhibit some degree of anthropomorphism when 
talking about or interacting with their pets. But as long as they are aware that in reality 
their pets are unlikely to possess these human traits and they do not subject the pet to 
‘human like’ activity that may cause the animal distress, this level of anthropomorphism 
can be a normal part of owner attachment to the pet and a healthy pet–owner relation-
ship. If the owner has very little understanding of species-specific behaviour, however, 
the human perception might be their only point of reference. When this is the case it 
can present welfare concerns for the animal, especially if the owner or carer has a strong 
and resolute belief that their pets are ‘small people’ and that the animal’s physical and 
behavioural needs are the same as that of a human or human child.

Feline behaviour problems

Behaviour problems can be unpleasant for the cat owner and are often a sign of feline 
distress. The existence of behaviour problems in the pet cat population is far from 
uncommon and yet cat owners are much less likely than dog owners to seek professional 
help and advice (Bradshaw et al., 2000). This might be due to the following factors:

 ● The behaviour of pet dogs can affect other people and might even lead to prose-
cution for the owner. A cat’s behaviour is, however, less likely to be of concern to 
anyone other than the owner, which puts far less obligation on the cat owner to 
address their pet’s behaviour.

 ● Unless the behaviour is one that is directly unacceptable to the owner, e.g. 
house-soiling or human-directed aggression, many issues go unrecognized or can 
be incorrectly regarded as being a part of normal cat behaviour.
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 ● Stress can have harmful effects on feline health, behaviour and welfare. In one 
study over 70% of cat owners questioned were aware of this, but the majority of 
those questioned were unable to recognize the signs of feline stress and related 
health issues (Mariti et al., 2015).

 ● Even if owners regard their cat’s behaviour as unacceptable or of concern, it is a 
common mistaken belief that behaviour issues can only be addressed by training. 
When accompanied with the incorrect conviction that ‘cats can’t be trained’, the 
perception is that the treatment of feline behaviour problems is therefore impossible.

 ● But even when none of the above applies, professional help might still not be 
sought owing to a lack of awareness that help is available and/or who to approach 
for advice and assistance (Riccomini, 2009). See Chapter 11b for information and 
advice regarding help for behaviour problems.
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