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Cats Out Of The Bag

The True Meaning of "Cats Out of
the Bag": An In-Depth Exploration

When someone says, "The cat’s out of the bag," we
immediately know that a secret has been revealed,
often  unexpectedly.  This  phrase  is  so  deeply
embedded in English conversation that we rarely stop
to wonder where it came from or why a cat—rather
than,  say,  a  dog  or  a  bird—finds  its  way  into  this
idiom.  In  this  comprehensive  article,  we’ll  unpack
every layer of the expression cats out of the bag,
from its shadowy historical  roots to its modern-day
applications in business, politics, and everyday life. By
the  time  you  finish  reading,  you’ll  never  hear  this
phrase  the  same  way  again.

A Brief History: Where Did the Phrase
Originate?

The origins of "let the cat out of the bag" are more
fascinating than most people realize. The most widely
accepted theory traces the phrase back to medieval
marketplaces, where unscrupulous pig sellers would
pull a fast one on unsuspecting buyers. A dealer might
place a cat inside a sack instead of a piglet, hoping



the buyer wouldn’t notice until it was too late. If the
cat  was  accidentally  released—or  if  a  shrewd
customer peeked inside—the deception was exposed.
Hence, letting the cat out of the bag meant revealing
a fraudulent secret.

Another  possible  origin  relates  to  the  “cat  o’  nine
tails,” a cruel whip used for punishment aboard ships.
The whip was kept in a red bag, and pulling it out
signaled  an  impending  flogging.  While  this  naval
theory is  popular,  most etymologists favor the pig-
market  story  because  it  aligns  with  the  phrase’s
meaning of  exposing a hidden truth.  Regardless of
which version you prefer, the image of a cat bursting
from  confinement  perfectly  captures  the  suddenness
and shock of a secret being revealed.

How "Cats Out of the Bag" Functions in
Modern Language

Today, the idiom is used in countless contexts. In a
corporate boardroom, a manager might  say,  “Well,
the cat’s out of the bag now—everyone knows about
the merger.” In a family setting,  a teenager might
groan, “The cat’s out of the bag about my surprise
party.”  The  phrase  always  carries  a  sense  of
inevitability: once the secret is out, there’s no stuffing
it back in.

Linguists classify cats out of the bag as an idiom of
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disclosure. It shares company with “spill the beans,”
“blow the lid  off,”  and “let  the secret  slip.”  However,
the cat idiom is unique because it implies that the
secret was deliberately concealed, often with some
degree of deception. It’s not just a casual reveal—it’s
an unmasking.

Why Cats? The Symbolism Behind the
Idiom

Cats have long been associated with mystery, stealth,
and  independence.  In  many  cultures,  they  are
creatures of secrets—they move silently, see in the
dark,  and  seem to  know things  humans  don’t.  So
using a cat as the vessel for a hidden secret feels
intuitive. The sudden appearance of a cat from a bag
mirrors  the  abrupt  way  secrets  can  jump out  and
surprise us. Similarly, trying to put a cat back into a
bag is nearly impossible—just like reclaiming a secret
once it’s been spoken.

Other languages have their own versions of this idiom.
In French, you might hear “laisser le chat sortir du
sac,” a direct translation. In Spanish, “irse la lengua”
(the tongue slips) serves a similar purpose. But the
English version remains one of  the most vivid and
widely recognized.



Using the Idiom in Business, Media, and
Politics

In the world of business, timing is everything. When a
product launch or a partnership is kept under wraps,
the moment the news leaks, executives often lament
that the cat is out of the bag. This can be damaging if
the  reveal  happens  prematurely,  robbing  the
company of its planned PR impact. In contrast, some
organizations strategically “accidentally” let  the cat
out  of  the  bag  to  generate  buzz,  controlling  the
narrative in a subtle way.

Political scandals are another arena where the idiom
thrives. A classic example is the Watergate break-in:
as journalists uncovered one piece of evidence after
another, the cat kept creeping further out of the bag
until the full scope of the cover-up was exposed. The
phrase is often used in headlines: “Cat’s Out of the
Bag:  Major  Shake-Up  at  White  House”  or  “Secret
Recording Surfaces: Cat Out of  the Bag in Election
Interference.”

In the entertainment industry, spoilers are the enemy.
When a plot twist from a hit series is leaked online,
fans  scream  that  the  cat  is  out  of  the  bag.  The
studio’s  carefully  crafted  suspense  vanishes.
Streaming  platforms  now use  algorithms  to  detect
spoilers  and  flag  them,  but  once  something  spreads
on social media, the damage is done—the cat is out
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and won’t go back.

Common Misuses and Confusions

Despite its popularity, some people mix up cats out
of the bag with similar phrases. For example, “spill
the beans” means to reveal a secret, but it doesn’t
have  the  same  connotation  of  a  del iberate
concealment being foiled. “Let the cat out of the bag”
specifically implies that the secret was meant to stay
hidden.  Another  confusion  arises  when  people  say
“the cat’s in the bag” to mean the secret is still safe.
While  that  usage  makes  logical  sense,  it’s  not  a
standard  idiom—most  native  speakers  would  find  it
odd.

Incidentally, there’s also a common error in writing:
“the cat is out of the bag” is the correct form; “the
cats  out  of  the  bag”  (without  an  apostrophe)  is
grammatically  incorrect.  However,  in  everyday
speech, the contraction “cat’s” (cat is) often sounds
like “cats,” leading to occasional misspellings. In this
article,  we  use  the  correct  possessive  form  when
needed.

Psychological Impact of a Secret Spilled

Why  does  letting  the  cat  out  of  the  bag  feel  so
powerful? Psychological research shows that secrets
weigh heavily on us. They require mental energy to



suppress, and the act of revealing them brings both
relief and anxiety. When another person discloses our
secret, it can feel like a betrayal, a loss of control. The
idiom captures that emotional turmoil perfectly.

Studies  also  show that  the phrase itself  triggers  a
vivid mental image—something that makes it stick in
memory far better than abstract language. That’s why
advertisers  and marketers  love it.  A  campaign like
“The Cat’s Out of the Bag: Our New Product Will Shock
You” instantly creates curiosity and anticipation.

Variations and Creative Uses

Writers  often  play  with  the  phrase  for  effect.  A
mystery novel might be titled Cat Out of the Bag, or a
journalist might write, “The cat isn’t just out of the
bag—it’s  running  wild  through  the  office.”  Some
comedians  use  the  idiom  as  a  punchline:  “My
grandmother said she was going to reveal our family
secret, and then the cat literally climbed out of a bag.
Turns out she was just trying to give away a kitten.”
Such creative twists keep the phrase fresh.

In the age of the internet, memes have also adopted
the phrase. A picture of a cat peeking out of a tote
bag with the caption “When you accidentally tell your
friend about the surprise party” is widely shared. The
visual  pun  reinforces  the  idiom  in  modern  digital
culture.
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Teaching the Idiom to English Learners

For non-native speakers,  understanding idioms is  a
major  step  toward  fluency.  Cats  out  of  the  bag  is
one  of  the  first  idioms  introduced  in  ESL  textbooks
because it combines a simple structure with a strong
story. Teachers often act out the pig-market origin,
using  a  real  bag  and  a  stuffed  cat.  The  storytelling
approach  makes  the  phrase  memorable.  Learners
quickly  grasp  that  the  idiom isn’t  about  an  actual
feline escape—it’s about a secret being disclosed.

An  effective  way  to  practice  is  to  ask  students  to
create  sentences  about  hypothetical  situations:
“Imagine you planned a surprise party, but someone
let the cat out of the bag. What happens next?” This
encourages  both  grammar  practice  and  cultural
understanding.

Why "Cats Out of the Bag" Remains
Relevant

In an era of social media leaks, whistleblowers, and
viral secrets, the idiom is more relevant than ever.
Just think about the number of times you’ve seen a
tweet that begins, “Well, the cat’s out of the bag…”
The  phrase  bridges  historical  marketplace  trickery
with modern digital-age revelations. It’s a testament
to the endurance of language that a saying from the
1500s still perfectly describes what happens when a



celebrity tweet is hastily deleted but not fast enough.

The phrase also serves as a cautionary tool. “Don’t let
the cat out of the bag” is a gentle warning to keep a
confidence.  It’s  less  harsh  than  “keep  your  mouth
shut” and more memorable than “don’t disclose that
information.” In team environments, leaders use it to
remind  everyone  about  confidentiality  without
sounding  accusatory.

Conclusion: A Secret Too Good to Keep

The idiom cats out of the bag has traveled through
centuries,  from  medieval  pig  markets  to  modern
corporate  leaks,  without  losing  an  ounce  of  its
expressive power. It conjures a vivid image, carries a
clear meaning, and resonates with anyone who has
ever tried—and failed—to keep a secret. Whether you
are  writing  a  suspenseful  novel,  delivering  a
presentation,  or  casually  chatting with  friends,  this
phrase  remains  one  of  the  most  effective  ways  to
announce  that  a  hidden  truth  has  finally  been
uncovered. So the next time you hear those words,
remember  the  sly  cat  and  the  burst  bag—and
appreciate the rich tapestry of history and language
behind them.


