
What, exactly, is declawing?


To understand exactly what happens during the surgical procedure, let's examine what declawing actually entails. Declawing is not merely the trimming of the claws. It is the surgical removal of the claws, which are closely adhered to the bone. In order to remove the claw and prevent its regrowth (which sometimes results from incomplete removal), the entire first joint of each of the cat's "toes" is amputated. This procedure is often likened to amputation of all a human's fingers to the first knuckle. You can imagine the subsequent pain. The comparison ends there, however. Cats walk on their "fingers and toes"--we do not (but imagine the pain if you had to, after amputation). Cats depend primarily on their claws for defense-- we do not (but imagine your helplessness if you did, after amputation)


Aside from the initial pain, other short-term effects of declawing can also lead to long-term problems, both physiological and behavioral.  


Litter Box Avoidance


A declawed cat's toe stubs will be severely painful for days or weeks after the surgery, and "phantom limb pain" may be a lifelong legacy. Some litter box substrates are very painful to the cat's tender paws, and he may avoid the litter box entirely because of its association with pain. Owners can help by using a softer substrate such as one of the paper-based litters.


Biting and Aggression


A cat's claws are his primary defense against other cats, dogs, or humans who would harm him.  Lacking his claws, he may turn to biting, either in defense, or as a "warning" to humans who can't read his "body language."  Other cats may choose "flight" instead of "fight," and become withdrawn and depressed.
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