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Abstract 

 

Although the history of pets or companion animals has been a major topic for 

scholars in recent years, there remain major gaps in our understanding. At present, 

scholars have approached the topic from different directions, and the difficulty of 

reconciling work in evolutionary biology, anthrozoology, and social and cultural 

history is a major challenge. Some academic accounts universalise pet keeping, 

seeing this as a very ancient phenomenon, the product of hardwired human instincts. 

Popular histories of pet keeping also tend to stress the longevity of the bond between 

humans and other animals. Other work portrays the culture of pet keeping as a much 

more recent, and sees the modern conception of pets as primarily a Western 

development. A truly global history of pets will need to confront these 

contemporary problems. We need to know much more about non-Western cultures, 

regions, and traditions, and the ways in which Western forms of pet keeping 

supplanted or supplemented other kinds of relationship with animal companions. 

This process is likely to involve a certain ‘decolonisation’ of animal studies, and to 

steer us away from assumptions about the homogeneity of the human species.  
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I 

 

 

Having been neglected for so long, pet history seems to have undergone a rapid 

renaissance. A host of books and articles have appeared in recent years, considering the 

history of pets and pet keeping from the perspective of evolutionary biology, anthrozoology, 

and social and cultural history. We still don’t really know all that much about the global 

history of pets, however, and it is here where the difficulty of reconciling the various 

approaches is most keenly felt.1 The intractable historiographical problems include the 

temptation to universalize pet-keeping, which threatens to rob the historian of her or his focus 

on the particular and the specific, as well as on the processes of change. We are also far too 

knowledgeable about the modern West, at the expense of other regions, cultures, and 

traditions. We are also notably ignorant about the ways in which Western forms of pet 

keeping have encountered, expropriated, and coexisted with alternative animal-human 

relationships. We are, moreover, hampered by the legacy of the humanities, and the tendency 

to speak of human beings in the collective and the abstract, instead of questioning the history 

of pets as it pertains to the complex conception of “humanity.” Here, a different kind of 

history might tell us much more about ourselves as well as our pets. In these brief remarks, I 

reflect on where we are with regard to the history of pets, and where we might be going. 

 

 

II 

 

As someone who has written about companion animals, specifically dogs, I am 

frequently asked whether I own a pet myself. The answer always seems to surprise and 

disappoint. The assumption is that if you write about pets, you must have a pet. My flippant 

response is that I have only written two books: one on prostitutes, the other on dogs - and I 

don’t have a dog or other animal companion. To an academic audience, I might reference 

Cary Wolfe’s argument that scholars in the field of animal studies don’t even have to like 

animals to write about them - though I would quickly add that I do actually like animals, dogs 

especially.2 The silent implication of Wolfe’s statement seems to be that liking other animals 

makes it harder to think about them critically, even that love for animals precludes scholars 

from the fullest understanding of the meaning of pets and pet keeping. Cary Wolfe is too 

dedicated a student of critical theory to talk naively of objectivity, but I sense the air of 
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disparagement of fond and foolish animal lovers all the same. There are other high theorists 

whose disdain for sentimentality towards nonhuman animals is patently obvious, which only 

makes it harder to admit to actually liking or loving other animals. There are exceptions, for 

sure: Donna Haraway and Marjorie Garber, for instance, have managed to write of their love 

for their animal companions without compromising their academic credentials, and indeed by 

training their gaze on their own close relationships they tell us rather more about our curious 

entanglement with other animals than their more sniffily high-minded colleagues.3 I am with 

them. No-one should imagine that liking and loving animals is a bad thing, for an academic 

or otherwise. All the same, the love some of us feel for pets is not a matter of individual 

sentiment, merely a consumer choice or quirk of psychology. The contemporary significance 

of what has been called “pet-love” is far more important than that.4 We should recognize that 

“pet-love” is an academic problem of the first importance, and we need to understand how 

and why and when human beings, or groups of them, began to invest their emotional and 

affective energies in individuals of other species. What is the nature of this “invisible, 

emotional bond between the human and animal,” and where did it come from?5 How did we 

reach the point, in the present day, when this affection for domestic animals becomes the 

basis for the enormous commercial enterprise of the pet industry, seemingly expanding fast 

from its Western homelands into new territories around the globe? 

It is here that love for animals, pets in particular, might well get in the way of 

understanding the history of pets and pet keeping. It is certainly the case that popular 

histories of animals, even good ones, tend to overdose on the special bonds we have, as 

humans, with other species. No doubt we can find examples of this kind of literature much 

earlier, but I might mention Roger Caras’s A Perfect Harmony: The Intertwining Lives of 

Animals and Humans Throughout History, which whilst not a history of pets does foreground 

the emotional attachment between humans and animals. The dog, for instance, is spoken of as 

“the animal that changed forever the emotions of man.”6 A more recent general history of 

human and animal attachment is Brian Fagan’s The Intimate Bond: How Animals Shaped 

Human History, where the title tells you almost all you need to know.7 These are not bad 

books, but it is odd, given that our overwhelming relationship to other animals is as their 

killers, that the sentimental note should sound so loudly. We can argue that killing of animals 

does not preclude intimacy with them, and there is a vast amount of work on the history of 

animal-human relations to support this view, but to see this as consistent with or continuous 

with contemporary animal agriculture requires us to suspend our critical judgement 

completely. Writers in this genre typically note the complexities of our historical relationship 
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with animal species, but opt out of any clear narrative or specific conclusions. 

Historically, we are likely in such general narratives to emphasize the longevity of our 

affectionate relationships with animals.8 Stress on the “intimate bond” seems to take us into 

prehistory, or out of conventional history altogether. One recent account taps into a 

chronology stretching back to the beginnings of humanity itself - to the Chauvet caves in 

France, for instance, with the tracks of a boy and a dog evidence for this ancient 

companionship, or to the burials of human beings with other animals, in situations that 

suggest the existence of “pets” thousands and thousands of years before the present.9 Indeed, 

Jacky Colliss Harvey’s subtitle, perhaps the work of the publisher, speaks of a “26,000-Year-

Old Love Story” between people and pets. This is an appealing and insightful book, but the 

stress on this long-term love for pets is not very helpful when it comes to historical 

particularity. Sometimes the effect is just comical, as in a recent news story on “the secret 

history of pets,” which provides a timeline running from c.10,000 BC, the earliest known 

burial of a dog with a human, to 2011, and a rather less impressive landmark, the birth of 

Lupo, the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge’s cocker spaniel.10 This sort of approach is 

perfectly understandable, but misleading all the same. As far as the ancient past is concerned, 

we simply do not know enough about how individual humans felt about these individual 

animals to say that the latter approximate to what we would now call “pets.” The evidence of 

zooarchaeology is suggestive rather than conclusive, and caution is very much the order of 

the day.11 

If we replace the continuity of pet keeping with more effective longue durée histories, 

we might turn to accounts informed by natural selection, though the evolution of pet keeping 

behaviour is similarly contentious. An interest in animals from a less straightforwardly 

material or instrumental basis, what Richard Bulliet calls “affective uses,” is still rather 

neglected in the extensive discussion of domestication, and, whilst widely promoted, 

“biophilia” and its elaborations remains simply the most compelling general hypothesis.12 We 

might argue that pet keeping is biologically hard-wired into humanity, “a fundamental and 

ancient attribute of our species,” probably a derivative or redirection of human nurturing 

behaviour, and something that helps explain the rather more recent development of a concern 

for animal welfare. But “The question still remains as to whether such behaviour was 

maladaptive but not sufficiently so to cause selection against it, or whether it was sufficiently 

adaptive to have been positively selected for.”13  Other uses of evolutionary arguments in 

historical accounts of our relationships with animals might consider very much more recent 

developments, over the timescale of hundreds rather than thousands of years, but once again 
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it it hard to be precise, especially where affectionate attitudes are concerned: pet-love is still 

very difficult to articulate in terms of natural or artificial selection.14 Briefly stated, 

“biologically-based theories, in themselves, cannot adequately explain the evolution of pet-

keeping.”15 

Popular accounts tend to stress the idea that pets are good for us, but the empirical 

evidence is unclear. One obvious response is to keep our distance from the seemingly 

sentimental business of love and affection, and turning our scholarly attention to “pet-love” 

as an historical phenomenon proper. So, for instance, Erica Fudge’s excellent introductory 

text on Pets distinguishes between the affective/personal significance of pets and their larger 

philosophical/theoretical meaning.16 This is sensible, and there is no better brief academic 

account, even if this text is rather abstract and even somewhat aloof about its subjects, animal 

and human. It is important to stress that the history of pets must be more than about our love 

for other animals. We cannot understand the history of love for animals without 

understanding the history of antipathy towards them. Some of the recent contemporary work 

on pets has rightly emphasized the need to consider pet keeping’s “analytical ‘outside’: the 

many people, for instance, who do not like pets or other animals, who even now may be 

considered cranks for not liking them.”17 Half of humanity today doesn’t live with 

companion animals, and even those that do might not fulfil the ideal of pets that we have in 

the West. What would a history of “pet-love” be worth if it did not consider people who are 

indifferent to other animals, or even hate them? There is rather too little historical research 

on, for instance, the fear and hatred of animals, and the violence dispensed to domestic 

animals or pets.18 The same can be said for the complex mixture of sentiments involved in 

loving pets. The cultural geographer Yi-Fu Tuan famously argued that pet keeping is not 

necessarily about animals at all, and also that our feelings involve both love for and power 

over our pets: dominance and affection.19 The history of pets has to consider these less 

comfortingly familiar ways of loving animals. 

 More generally, we might argue that pet keeping is an unusual phenomenon, not just 

in the long evolution of the human species but also in the historical era. “Pet-love” might then 

be recognized as the strange thing that it has become. Richard Bulliet has divided our 

relationship with animals into three stages: “predomestic,” which in terms of human history 

is clearly predominant, stretching even to hundreds of thousands of years; a “domestic” era, 

only a few tens of thousands of years old, in which human beings understood the advantages 

of sharing living space and resources with other animals; and a “postdomestic” period barely 

a few decades old.20 Bulliet says relatively little about pets per se, but in many ways the 
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contemporary culture of pet keeping is presumably to be counted amongst Bulliet’s 

“fantasies” of the postdomestic era, alongside such recent phenomena as antipathy towards 

hunting, elective vegetarianism and veganism, “humane” concerns for animal welfare and the 

animal rights movement. In other words, pet keeping as most of us know it, is an historically 

unprecedented, perhaps unique, phenomenon. Small wonder that such accounts steer clear of 

our evolutionary inheritance, and focus on the conditions under which affection, love for 

individual pets became more widespread and general, more accepted and appropriate. My 

own research, on Britain, has explored the ways in which an “age of the pet” is announced in 

the last couple of centuries, no more: pet keeping as we would now understand it, is an 

extremely recent “invention.”21 We might still be asked: why did this come about, why then 

and there did a love for pets become a culture of pet keeping? There is a tendency always to 

invoke abstractions like urbanization, industrialization, modernity, moving from nonhuman 

animals themselves to the supposed loss of the natural world, or at least its closeness to 

immediate experience. This still feels like avoiding these perfectly reasonable questions. 

Personally, I feel wholly unsatisfied by such ’structural’ explanations, however much they are 

persuasive in part. These are narratives of declension, after all, with lack and loss taking the 

place of explanation, and what is novel - the rise of pet keeping, animal welfarism, and 

animal rights - seemingly shrugged aside as subjects of historical research. No doubt this will 

change, is already changing - but there is a very long way to go.22 

 

 

III 

 

Perhaps more important at this juncture, however, is to accept how seriously limited 

our historical knowledge is of the world beyond the West. This is frequently noted, but it is  

surprising that there is so little written of substance about pet keeping in a global or cross-

cultural perspective.23 In what is still the only systematic survey of pet-keeping, Peter Gray 

and Sharon Young have noted the very wide range of species kept as pets, with dogs (for 

instance) not having any special priority, given little in the way of privilege, and often beaten 

or otherwise mistreated; Gray and Young make a point of stating that many aspects of the 

contemporary culture of indulgence towards pets is unprecedented.24 We  know that pet 

keeping takes and has taken many different forms, many so very different from what scholars 

in the modern, Western world understand by the term “pets” that we might hesitate to 

consider them the same phenomenon at all. There is no question that pet keeping is 
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widespread, but what this means and why it happens is no easy question. James Serpell is 

largely sympathetic to the view that pet keeping is ubiquitous, and can be found nearly 

everywhere in societies based on hunter-gathering or relatively simple horticulture, but he 

stresses the challenge to our understanding of “pets” and the reasons for keeping them.25 In 

the most capacious, least critical definition, as animals treated with indulgence and fondness, 

kept for non-utilitarian reasons, we can clearly find all sorts of “pets,” all over the world, but 

these appear in forms far removed from the familiar cats and dogs.26 In numbers alone, fish 

are the world’s most popular pet, and probably since ancient Egypt, Rome, and China they 

have supplemented or supplanted their role as a ready food resource. Other ‘exotic’ pets (to 

use the modern parlance) are far fewer in number, but again their history can be traced back 

thousands of years: insects in Japan and China are instructive contrasts, for instance.27 All of 

these animals fulfil, in part, the modern notion of a pet, but they also depart from some of the 

stricter definitions that have been offered in discussions of pet keeping. Moreover, in 

historical accounts and in contemporary societies, “pets” may work and they may even be 

eaten, however much this chellenges the modern Western conception. All of this implies that 

we should be prepared to give up on some of the more enthusiastic universalizing 

explanations, favouring the more modest returns based on analysis of particular species and 

particular societies and cultures. We can agree that animals and people have co-evolved, but 

“it is the specifics of our relationships with animals that vary across cultures,” and any global 

history of pets will need to attend to the matter of culture rather than of nature.28  

A great deal of information is presumably locked in specialist publications, or at least 

ones neglected by monoglot Anglophones like myself. There are some standout histories of 

certain national cultures, to be sure, which offer themselves as exemplars.29 But the general 

historical surveys have extremely limited purchase on non-Western cultures. Work on the 

ancient world is preoccupied with Greece and Rome, albeit Egypt, China and some other 

cultures are not entirely neglected.30 Work on the medieval world focuses overwhelmingly on 

Western Europe and the high medieval period with no great sense of a global Middle Ages 

when it comes to pets and other domestic animals.31 Scholarship on the early modern period, 

taking in as it does the era of European colonialism and the version of globalization it 

presaged, is more promising.32 But when we get to more recent modernity, our studies 

become more microhistorical, more parochial in their focus on European and Western 

societies.33 I include my own work in this criticism, where attention is not only trained on 

Britain, but on London and the world of the middle classes and the bourgeoisie, to the 

obvious neglect of the pets of working people.34 Only to a limited extent do I indicate the 
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need to contextualize this nineteenth-century history of pet keeping within a global context, 

to underline just how strange the Victorians were, and the world they created. There are very 

different ways of caring for companion animals, very many different kinds of “petkeeping.”35 

None of this means that we should ignore the role of the West. Far from it. In very 

important ways, a Western culture of pet keeping - of animal-human relations generally - was 

exported to much of the rest of the world, colliding with other types of animal-human 

relations, and generating friction as it did so. We see this, even within Europe, in the ways 

that ideals of animal welfare, including the proper treatment of pets, were motivated by 

“orientalist” discourses about other, less progressive or civilized societies. Outside of Europe, 

European condescension could take even more critical form. In the Ottoman Empire, for 

instance, European elites brought with them their version of pet culture, something that only 

spread to indigenous elites in the late nineteenth century, with local practices towards street 

dogs became more “humane,” or at least more discreet.36 In Southern Africa, affection for pet 

dogs and a concern for animal welfare amongst the white colonial class had similar 

consequences for street dogs and strays, mongrel dogs, and also for the practices of natives 

and “underclass” towards their pet animals.37 Shuk-Wah Poon has written for instance of how 

European standards of animal welfare bore down on the practice of eating dogs in colonial 

Hong Kong, with notable support from native elites who were not prepared to tie the practice 

to cultural and ethnic identity.38 Elsewhere, where eating dogs was more closely tied to 

questions of cultural and ethnic identity, without compromising a flourishing pet culture, 

European and local standards were set on a collision course.39  

Such agonistic situations remind us that pet histories appear in the plural, and that the 

empirical and the ethical inform each other without being reducible to each other. We should 

not of course rush to think that animal companionship and a concern for animal welfare was 

born in the West and exported to the rest of the world: similar practices and sympathetic 

attitudes have developed elsewhere, in specific conditions and cultures.40 Reassuring 

narratives of “progress” are moreover likely only to reproduce Western norms and attitudes. 

The need to ‘decolonize’ animal studies surely extends to the histories of pet keeping.41 A 

global history of pets cannot be simply the sum of local and regional specifics. It will also 

need to accept the differentiation of “humanity” and to contest the privileges that have 

accrued to a favoured few, then and now. So, for instance, we know quite a lot, at least in the 

West, about the power of the middle-classes and the elite as they are revealed in the 

development of pet keeping regimes. Women, subordinate to men in general terms, are 

nevertheless prominent both as keepers of pets and as proponents of animal welfare 
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campaigns, both nationally and internationally. White Europeans, men and women alike, 

were able to export the new ideals of animal welfare in which their culture of pet keeping was 

embedded, often at the expense of others, coded as racially or culturally inferior. 

All this leaves us with a particular problem, given that pet histories tend to emphasize 

human relations with these favoured animals. It is not just that pet keeping must be as much 

about humans, the animal’s companion, rather than the nonhuman animals themselves.42 

More insistently, it seems to speak to the condition of human beings as a species. As John 

Bradshaw puts it, if pet keeping is something that stretches back 30,000 or even 50,000 years 

before the present, it is “an intrinsic part of what it is to be human.”43 But we cannot allow 

the argument that close relationships with animals are a “universal trait of mankind” to crowd 

out our analysis of the ways in which love for animals was a means of differentiating between 

human beings.44 The history of pets needs to foreground the history of Western hegemony 

and colonialism, the history of race and racism and white privilege. Those who suggest that 

love for pets is an “historical constant” and something that transcends barriers of race and 

class are far too idealistic: the history of “petropolis” and “zoopolis” will not show that love 

for pets automatically pointed the way for more progressive politics.45 We are likely to find, 

instead, that the more we focus on the history of pets, the less persuasive is our emphasis on 

human beings as an homogeneous abstraction. It is sometimes said that pets bring people 

together.46 But the history of pets and companion animals is all too likely to show us how 

fraught are our connections with our fellow human beings. We should expect to hear stories 

not only of love, indifference, and hatred for nonhuman animals, but also love, indifference, 

and hatred for different kinds of humans. 

 

 

IV 

 

I was recently asked, by consultants working, I understood, for a major pet food 

corporation, to offer my thoughts on the future of pets. Why they thought that a historian of 

pets would make a good futurologist was beyond me. My imagination simply did not stretch 

to what pet keeping might look like in a hundred or two hundred years, and I could only 

extrapolate very modestly in the short term: things like the spread of Western norms of pet 

keeping to countries like China and Brazil, the difficulties of reconciling the needs of 

companion animals in an increasingly crowded and urbanizing world, with its growing 

ecological stresses, and the role of technology in attending to the needs of our pets. If I had 
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been asked about the future of animal history, particularly when it came to the history of pets 

and animal companions, I think I would have been rather more confident. Most importantly, I 

hope that we will be able to look back, in time, on the development of a truly global history 

of pets, one that will build on the work that has already been accomplished, but which will be 

significantly different in substance and approach from the kind of work that I and others have 

produced. 
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