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INTRODUCTION

The term Old Masters is usually reserved for giants of the art world like Leonardo da Vinci, but even he understood that some creations rank far higher than the works of mere mortals. The Italian Renaissance painter—who depicted cats in nearly a dozen of his drawings—is quoted as saying that even “the smallest feline is a masterpiece.”

The ancient Egyptians thought so too. Bastet—the Egyptian goddess and daughter of the sun god Ra—is just one deity depicted with a feline’s head. Archaeological discoveries of centuries-old temples and burial sites containing thousands of mummies and ornate statues of cats confirm the existence of ancient cat cults in Egypt.

Other cultures—including those of ancient Greece, Rome, and China—had their own interpretations of and reverence for the mighty feline. Despite being the subject of fantastical folktales, spooky myths, and superstitious legends, the cat has been adored and marveled over since the beginning of time.

There’s also evidence that queerness—a term that has been reclaimed in both academic and mainstream contexts to describe sexualities that do not conform to normative, heterosexual expectations—and gender nonconformity have been a part of human life throughout the ages. Returning to Ancient Egypt for an example of this, archaeologists discovered that Pharaoh Nyuserre’s royal servants Niankhkhnum and Khnumhotep were buried together. They found depictions of the two men embracing and touching noses (a pose interpreted by art historians as kissing). “Same-sex desire must be considered as a probable explanation,” scholar Greg Reeder told the Independent in 2006: “We can only say for certain that the carvings show a profound intimacy between the two men.” Historical documentation of same-sex interactions and relationships, as well as variety in gender expression, can be found virtually everywhere. As the Nirvana song goes: “What else could I say? Everyone is gay.”

Despite changing cultural attitudes toward LGBTQ communities, queer folks today face much of the same discrimination and adversity that previous generations lived through. Advances have been made on certain fronts: Marriage equality has been enacted in twenty-eight countries worldwide, and LGBTQ visibility in media is higher than it has ever been. Still, discrimination against LGBTQ individuals is widespread, especially against queer and trans people of color. In housing, employment, and health care, LGBTQ people face many obstacles that straight, cisgender people rarely ever have to think about. Queer and trans people—particularly trans women of color—are more likely to be targets of violence. When it feels like no one understands or accepts you, when it feels like the entire world is against you, who can you turn to? Your cat, of course.

Multiple studies indicate that pet ownership is a balm for the soul. This may explain why, according to a 2007 national survey by Harris Interactive and Witeck-Combs Communications, seven out of ten LGBTQ households (71 percent) include a pet, compared with 63 percent of straight households. “Americans have well-deserved reputations as animal lovers and pet owners, and our latest findings underscore that [LGBTQ] Americans are among the most avid,” Wesley Combs, president of Witeck-Combs Communications, stated. The study also showed that 90 percent of LGBTQ pet owners consider their pet a beloved member of their family. Further, LGBTQ pet owners are more likely to own cats than straight pet owners are (63 percent versus 52 percent).

The 2003 Gay/Lesbian Consumer Online Census agrees that queer folks are more likely to own cats: 49 percent of LGBTQ people own at least one cat, ranking them more than 2 percent higher than LGBTQ dog owners. Additionally, many respondents belonged to multiple-cat households, owning 1,000 more cats than dogs. A 2018 study published by the journal Research on Aging found that older LGBTQ adults with a pet felt happier overall. Felines are perhaps one of the most unacknowledged social support networks for LGBTQ people.

Once used in pop culture as a lazy visual shorthand signifying clichés about effeminate gay men and lonely lesbian women, cats have come to dominate the public’s affection—online, worldwide. Cat memes and social media feline stars are ready and available to distract us at every turn. Cat lovers have also changed the way they express their adoration for their feline friends. The “cat lady” stereotype has been reclaimed as a point of pride.

In 2016, writer Hayley Gleeson of the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) praised “the rise of cat men, an antidote to toxic masculinity,” and discussed how “they’re giving others permission to embrace a gentler, more thoughtful kind of masculinity.” And a 2001 Gallup poll shuns the older-woman-with-cat stereotype, proving that “older men are just as likely to have cats as older women, and just as likely to have both dogs and cats.”

The 2018 Autostraddle Lesbian and Queer Stereotypes Survey found that “queer women and non-binary people continue obtaining, raising, and loving cats with absolute abandon, at relatively significant rates.” A 2019 article by Megan Wallace for Dazed discussed the history of cat imagery in lesbian pop culture as a “self-referential in-joke amongst lesbian-identified people.” In the article, Rachel Corbman—a scholar of women’s, gender, and sexuality studies who curated the 2019 Wide World of Lesbian Cats exhibition at New York City’s Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual & Transgender Community Center—explains: “Cats are connected with deviant forms of femininity like witches, spinsters, and lesbians. So when you see cats come up, the pejorative assumptions are kind of reclaimed in a way, like in the way that ‘dyke’ is reclaimed from being a slur against lesbians. Cats kind of recirculate specifically because they have all of these associations.”

Ultimately, the nonhuman animal world is not as binary as our human society’s gatekeepers would have us believe. Animals don’t care about human social constructs like gender, and they don’t discriminate based on sexuality. Cats, in particular, expect to be revered and adored by all humans, and in return, provide companionship, cuddles (if you’re lucky), and hours of heartwarming entertainment. The evidence supporting the benefits of cat-human relationships, particularly in the queer community, is clear: Cats are essential to LGBTQ communities as healthy support systems for emotional and physical well-being—and there is no limit to the lessons our felines may teach us. As William Burroughs once said: “My relationship with cats has saved me from a deadly, pervasive ignorance.”




ALISON BECHDEL

The influential comic strip Dykes to Watch Out For by Alison Bechdel contains poignant and realistic portrayals of queer women in everyday situations and relationships. “The secret subversive goal of my work is to show that women, not just lesbians, are regular human beings,” Bechdel told the Guardsman in a 2000 interview.

Cats make frequent appearances in the comic’s domestic scenes, hogging the bed or hanging out with the family. In the 2006 strip “Sleep’s Sister,” Bechdel depicts the heartbreaking loss of a pet with striking emotion when Vanessa, the cat of characters Mo and Sydney, passes away.

The creator of the autobiographical graphic novel Fun Home—adapted into a Tony Award–winning Broadway production—shares a home with her wife, the artist Holly Rae Taylor, and has had several cats.
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