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reen Iguanas (Iguana jguana) have
=" highly developed and very complex
\ [social behavior, using both chemical

P (scent) and visual (body language) sig-
nals to establish and maintain social relationships
within the species. Although iguanas are capable of
hearing noises, sound production is limited to hiss-
ing, which they do when threatened.

Head-bobbing, flattening of the body, and
scratching movements are important elements of
body language. One study differentiated five forms
of head-bobbing which vary in duration and func-
tion: a single vertical bob (head-jerk), a vibrating
bob (shudder), a roll or assertion bob (roll), a
transitional roll with shaking (roll-shudder), and an
identity or signature bob. However, this catego-
rization is an oversimplification that only begins to
provide an understanding of the very complex
bobbing behavior in 1. iguana.

The vertical bob is characterized by rapid ver-
tical head movements. This is not a social signal
but rather a visual aid. Iguanas will use this move-
ment while basking or ovipositioning (particularly
females exiting their nesting burrows) before
entering unprotected or open territory to help
them identify any potential danger. The vibrating
bob (shudder) is a rapid, jerky, but flat head-bob
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Head-bobbing is a critically important component of iguana
communication.

with the dewlap extended to the maximum.
Sometimes, an iguana will accompany this by lift-
ing its head and swinging it from side to side. This
shudder can be observed during close contact
between males and females. However, this is not
mating behavior. The rolling head-bob, in con-
trast, is clearly linked to mating and territorial
behavior, and is most frequently seen during the
mating season. An iguana will lift its head towards
one corner at a 45° angle and rotate it along the
longitudinal axis. The roll is also performed with
the dewlap fully extended. The roll-shudder lies
between the shudder and the roll in both form and
function. The identity or signature bob is charac-
terized by strong vertical head movement, fol-
lowed by another head movement during which
the head is held aloft for a longer time (plateau).
This is followed by a series of smaller nodding
movements. The signature bob is always associated
with an activity, such as aggression, mating, terri-
torial behavior, changing basking logs, or other
types of movement. Researchers have suggested
that this motion is connected with species identifi-
cation, and also may serve to identify individuals or
members of the same population.

From G. Kéhler. 1998. Der Griine Lequan: Biologie, Pflege, Zucht,
Erkrankungen. Herpeton Verlag, Offenbach, Germany. Translated
from German by AJ Gutman.

An adult male assuming an aggressive posture; notice the
lateral compression, erect crest, and extended dewlap, all
designed to make him appear larger.
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Diagrammatic representations of different types of head-bobbing behavior.

Threat Behavior

Green Iguanas display a wide range of threat
behaviors. When they wish to intimidate a poten-
tial predator or rival, they will flatten themselves
laterally, displaying their ventral stripes, and fully
extend their dorsal crests and dewlaps in order to
appear larger. This often is accompanied by a wrig-
gling of the tail in a snake-like fashion. If
approached more closely, the iguana will gape with
mouth wide open, hiss loudly by expelling air, and
whip his tail towards the source of disruption.
With its sharp teeth and powertul jaws, an adult \

iguana can inflict a painful bite. Adult males readily revert to biting and
fighting if communication breaks down.
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Refusal and Submissive Behavior

Scratching upward with the forelimbs towards
the rear is clear refusal behavior. This motion is
often observed in females being approached from
behind by a male who is interested in mating and
when one individual is climbing over another.
Green Iguanas will close their eyes as a sign of sub-
mission, for example, in reaction to a threat from
a dominant male. Very shy iguanas will also close
their eyes when they are picked up to indicate that
they are “resigned to their fate” (pers. obs). When
stroked by their handlers, iguanas will often close
their eyes. Contrary to the widely held belief that
the iguana (like a cat) is indicating a sense of well-
being, this indicates refusal and is an expression of
indisposition. Unlike in mammals, tenderness in
the form of stroking is not part of the behavioral
repertoire of lizards.

A female scratching herself with a forelimb indicates that
she is rejecting the overtures of a male.

Closed eyes are a sign of submission.
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Chemical Signals

Excretions from the femoral pores consist of
large, non-volatile proteins and various smaller
volatile and non-volatile fats. To collect scent mole-
cules from objects or from the air, iguanas will
extend and retract their tongues, passing scent mol-
ccules to the so-called Jacobson’s organ, a sensitive
scent detection organ located in the roof of the
mouth. Ifa Green Iguana is placed into an unfamil-
iar environment, it will explore intensively with its
tongue. Even new objects placed into a familiar envi-
ronment will elicit a thorough tongue examination.

Due to individual differences in the composi-
tion of femoral pore secretions, iguanas can distin-
guish between familiar and unfamiliar members of
their species. In the dense foliage of a tropical rain-
forest, an unknown iguana can casily intrude unseen
into the territory of a dominant male. Under these
circumstances, the ability to distinguish between the
scent of a familiar and an unfamiliar individual is
uscful in determining the presence of a rival. ac
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A male Ctenosaura bakeri (Swamper or Utila Iguana) on Utila Island, Honduras, March 2003. Photograph by John Binns.



