Do you like cats?

Dear Readers,

Do you like cats? Do you like having a cat on your lap and stroking it? Do you like it when it rubs its paws on your face? Do you rub its tummy with soft strokes?

Let me be frank: I do not. Or it would be more correct to say this: I used not to. Not until I read Doris Lessing’s On Cats, that is.

Of course, when I say not liking them, I do not mean to say that I was cruel to them, or anything brutal like that.

Well, who is Doris Lessing? What kind of book can make people begin to feel sympathy and even a hint of love towards cats after reading it?

She is an eighty-eight-year-old English woman. She was born in Iran, and when she was five, her family emigrated to Africa. Until she was thirty, she lived on a farm in Rhodesia. After doing many different kinds of work, she finally chose writing as a career. I guess that was a good decision because this year she was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature.

We must not judge anyone—human or animal—before we have got to know them. They say that cats are ungrateful. That they forget the value of anything good that you might do for them as soon as you have done it. But how well do we really know cats? What Lessing has to tell us does not give us the same impression. On the contrary, according to her, they are honourable, they have personalities and they are tender.  

She might have a point. Cats give a lot of importance to humans. They want us to like them. Their meows could be a complaint, but they could also come from a desire to attract our attention. Just like quite a few two-legged creatures desperate to be liked…  

Bless them. Lessing has been rubbing shoulders with cats since she was five years old, so for at least eighty-three years. She was always sure to have a cat, or even cats, at home. She was always a cat owner, a cat fancier. Sometimes, she would pet them, but sometimes, she would scold them. While she learnt much from them, she also taught them much.  

Lessing does not simply write about cats in general in her book. She tells of what she and her cats went through together, living in the same house… In other words, she backs up her observations with reality and her own experiences.

Did you know that cats can choose when to die? When they are sick and no longer have the will to struggle on, they slink off to a calm, cool place and await the coming of their final hour with maturity, with dignity, without a complaint.

And who said that cats were disloyal? Once upon a time, a cat that had a house and owner was given to a woodcutter. The woodcutter took the cat to his hut in the mountains, thirty kilometres away. The cat was meowing, it was not happy, but no one took any notice. The next day the woodcutter called to say that the cat had run away. Within in a fortnight the cat was back with the house and owner that it loved. It was hungry, thirsty, angry, thin, its coat was matted and its madly darting eyes were full of fear. How had it covered thirty kilometres in two weeks? There was no road. How did it get through all the scrubland, covered with haphazard trails? What is more, it had to cross two rivers on its way back. Was it a miracle that it found its way home? Did it swim across the rivers? Instinct had guided it. There can be no other explanation. When the cat got home, it stared at its owner long and hard. It stared and stared. It was as if it was trying to say, “How could you bring yourself to give me to a stranger?” Then it jumped onto its owner’s lap, purred and cried with joy.

Do you like cats? I do not like cats, but I like dogs. I have heard that many times. I used to say the same thing myself. It seems that we were wrong. It seems that it is high time we apologised to our feline friends.

