
Iguana aggression

Iguanas are still ‘wild’ animals, they are not domestic animals, and they have just been
tamed to enable them to fit into a human lifestyle. Ideally iguanas should be housed in a
large outdoor aviary containing a pond (for baths) a heat source, a UV source, lots of
hiding areas and foliage, basking areas and a nesting area. As iguanas are cold blooded,
they need their temperature to be regulated, in South Africa it is possible to house
them outdoors in summer with an external heating device and indoors when the nights
are colder and during winter. Husbandry is an entirely separate issue though. Iguanas
can be very aggressive animals especially when they are defending themselves. They
bite; claw and tail whip which can cause severe injuries. They can tear off large pieces
of flesh and cause blood loss. The mainly act aggressively for defensive or sexual
reasons. They do communicate with each other in many different ways, mainly using
body language. Their communication involves head bobbing, hissing, changes in the
dewlap, movement of the tail, body positioning and movement. As with all animals,
iguanas have different personalities and the personality of the individual will only
become obviously apparent at about 3 to 5 years of age. The ideal iguana is very calm
and confident and able to adapt to different circumstances easily, often these are male
as females do tend to be more skittish.

A relaxed green iguana

Defensive aggression

As a ‘wild’ animal, iguanas act very much on instinct, therefore they have very strong
fight or flight responses. As with most herbivores, an iguana’s action of choice would be
to flee any uncomfortable situation but as in captivity they rarely have this option they
will fight. They can be extremely skittish and can react very quickly. As they are prey
animals and not hunters, their usual response to a threat is to freeze or flee but if an
iguana is in a cage, they often have nowhere to run and hide. This will increase the



iguanas stress levels and result in them having to be on constant alert. In an enclosure
that is large enough and correctly decorated an iguana should never show defensive
aggression as they would have no need to. Iguanas also show learnt aggression,
especially in these cases, they have seen that if they lunge, hissing and snapping at a
human, the human will usually retreat. They show discomfort in a few different ways:
acting startled, jumpy and skittish, running away (as far as they can) and hiding –
sometimes clawing the cage and head bobbing. If an iguana is showing any of these
signs, stop what you are doing and retreat. Do not force yourself on an iguana as this
will ensure they behave aggressively. Slow, calm and steady interactions are best as the
iguana needs to feel comfortable. Iguanas need lots of time to adapt and become
accustomed to any new situation. Ensure that you always handle an iguana correctly, if
they feel the need to hold on to your hand or arm with their claws; allow them to as
this makes them feel safer. That said, discipline and consistency are essential when
dealing with these reptiles, but it is better to back off rather than place the iguana in
a stressful situation.

A happy, relaxed iguana

Sexual aggression
Iguanas should reach sexual maturity at 1 ½ to 6 years of age, depending on how they
have been fed and housed. One of the most common attacks caused by sexual
aggression will be an adult male iguana who has been in the same household for the
majority of his life, against his female caregiver (often between the age of 18 to 40
years old and the head of the household.). Sexual aggression is usually shown by sudden
overt and violent acts such as chasing and biting the caregiver. As most enclosures are
too small for the iguana kept in them, a sign of sexual aggression can be bashing the
nose on the walls of the enclosure, ripping out the nails and damaging the tail by
smashing it against the cage. This aggression is caused by the iguana being in breeding
condition, breeding season and often the pheromones released by a female human
especially when she is menstruating. Some iguanas seem to react aggressively to the



wearing of certain colours during the breeding season. Castration of male iguanas is
often recommended but it is ineffectual and risky. Female mature iguanas need large
areas to roam and dig to lay their eggs in. They need the space to physiologically be
able to defend their nest from other females. The risk of not allowing them this
freedom results in egg binding and aggressive behaviour the same as the males. Iguanas
pick up female humans pheromones using their vomeronasal / Jacobsons organs and
they also ‘smell’ chemicals laid down by other male iguanas that mark their territories
by dragging their thighs, pulling off the waxy scented femoral plugs. These iguanas can
pick up subtle changes in human females relating to ovulation and menstruation. They
may

also become more ‘protective’ of their human females, charging and displaying at other
humans, especially males as they are seen as competition for territory and possible
mates. Female iguanas also pick up humans pheromones and will often spend more time
with the human and solicit attention.  Toys for males to mate with are a useful tool in
relieving this energy and allow them to mate. Fluffy toys and socks are ideal for this
purpose; just remember to wash them at the end of the breeding season. Always
remember that iguanas function better when exposed to natural periods of light. Do
not keep any supplemental lights on for longer than 12 hours a day. Decreasing the light
to only 8 hours a day often decreases aggression as it signals to the iguana that the
breeding season is over.

An iguana ‘smelling’ using the Jacobson’s Organ

Iguana body language:
Iguanas show aggression by standing up, shuffling sideways, puffing themselves up,
stalking ‘prey’, ‘wagging’ their tails, extending the dewlap and hissing. If the object of
aggression does not move away the attack will worsen.
If an iguana has his dewlap curled up under his chin it shows submission. When the
dewlap is held straight out and extended this shows fear or aggression and this is



taken as a warning sign. An iguana will extend his dewlap, compress his body upright and
raise the crests along his neck and tail to make himself look as large and intimidating as
possible.

An iguana with an extended dewlap

Usually a relaxed iguana will have a round, tube-like body but they can manipulate their
body shape to flatten upwards (pulling in the sides) to make him look larger and taller.
When standing stiffly this is a very intimidating posture.

An iguana with a relaxed body shape



Bobbing and moving the head is an important tool of communication to an iguana. A slow,
gentle bob up and down usually is used as a greeting whereas a faster bob is used to
show annoyance or discomfort. If the head bob is combined with an extended dewlap
and a flattened body the iguana is showing territorial aggression.

An iguana in an aggressive posture

Iguanas can hiss and make clicking sounds with their mouths held open; this is used as
a warning.  If this behaviour is combined with an extended dewlap, a flattened body
and a thrashing tail, the iguana is showing extreme agitation.

An iguana hissing



An iguana can give very good dirty looks or glares and these show exactly the same
emotion as they do in people – an unhappy mood. Do not push and iguana that is in this
mood too far. If the eyes are closed, the iguana is generally relaxed but if the eyes
are closed and the tail is swishing, this indicated the iguana is feeling overloaded.

An iguana giving a ‘disgusted’ look
Conclusion
Patience, self-control and common sense are essential when dealing with iguanas.
Although they live in small groups in the wild, iguanas are not considered social animals
as they do not rely on each other or perform any group activities such as allogrooming
etc. They mainly interact for breeding purposes. Always ensure that the iguanas
physical needs are satisfied as this will definitely affect them emotionally.

References:
www.herpcenter.com
www.anapsid.org
www.greenigsociety.org
Melissa Kaplan, Iguanas for Dummies
Gordan M Burghardt, Iguanas of the World, Their behavior, Ecology and Conservation
E Jacobson, Husbandry and Medicine of the Green Iguana
Allison Alberts, Iguanas: Biology and Conservation

Sr Emmylou Rivers

www.herpcenter.com
www.anapsid.org
www.greenigsociety.org

