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k‘J The aim of this article is to formalise a model that can account for
a contrasting, but global, dynamic that is seeing a rise in the
. numbers and desirability of pets, and is now being extended to
the Global South. Our proposed ‘pet transition’ model offers a relational
and evolutionary analysis of the connections among three major
categories of animals (pets, livestock and wildlife) over four periods. Itis a
heuristic and comparative tool that contributes to a geography of pets
and to the broader conversation about evolving human-animal relations
in the Anthropocene. The issue of what a petis, the role of companionship,
and the different perceptions of the owner-pet relationship as an
axiological model of relations with animals cast light on the role of
veterinarians, the agri-food industry, the press, and animal studies in the
recomposition of anthropozoological relations. The paper discusses the
boundaries between animal categories, the narratives around
domestication, and the idea of a new animal regime centred on pets. It
calls for further work to be done to document the diversity and contrasts
in human-animal relations in regard to the proposed pet transition model.
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Introduction

The animal companionship relationship seems to have acquired growing moral favour (Holloway
2001; Palmer et al. 2023). It is a relationship based on love that has no other purpose. It lays claim to
moral superiority because it is exemplified by a closeness to animals that does not entail exploitation.
A number of authors have explored the argument that pets are therefore ambassadors of a positive
relationship with the animal world that is defined by protectiveness and a concern for their well-being
that could be expanded to other categories of animal (Serpell & Paul 1994; Possidonio et al. 2021;
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Busch et al. 2022; Amiot et al. 2023). In the Anthropocene Era (Bonneuil & Fressoz 2016), the
recomposition of animal worlds is characterised first and foremost by the increasingly well-
documented collapse of wild fauna (Ceballos et al. 2015). At the same time, there has been a slowdown
in the growth of livestock numbers although this does not affect the different species and the entire
planetin the same way (FAO STAT 2023); and a massive, but far more partial and partially documented,
increase in the numbers of companion animals." If we take these two trends — the demographic
growth of pet populations and the moral valorisation of relationships with pets — at face value, there
may be a case for examining the recomposition of contemporary anthropozoological relations
through the role of pets. Surprisingly, even though animal geography has developed considerably
over the last thirty years, relatively few works have focused on pets as a category or questioned how
the category is defined and constructed. Nast (2006) has underlined the lack of a critical geography
approach to pets, in particular their involvement in systems that merge love and capitalism in a
situated manner. Although the notion of companionship has been employed and explored (Haraway
2003; Lorimer & Davies 2010), notably in relation to pets (Davies & Loftus 2010), recent overviews of
the geography of animals rarely mention them other than to note the ‘petification’ of wild animals and
implicitly evoke the way hierarchies among animals are constructed (Buller 2014, 2015, 2016; Hovorka
2017, 2018, 2019; Gibbs 2020).

The principal notable exceptions to this began with Tuan's groundbreaking 1984 work, which shows
how pets are caught up in an affective and dependent relationship with humans. Other studies have
looked at the creation of pets and how they should be distinguished from other members of the same
species that are viewed as being undesirable. This situation arises both in the case of wildlife and in
the relationship between domestic and stray dogs and the ways categorisations are embedded in
postcolonial systems of circulation (Srinivasan 2013; Narayanan 2017). Here, a rare long-term
approach has shown that pets emerge as a specific category (Howell 2018). However, this emerging
literature does not explain how pets fit into a broader reconfiguration of anthropozoological relations,
despite the fact that far from being autonomous, our relationship to them is tied to other kinds of
relationship, especially those that link humanity with wildlife and livestock.

This literature is plentiful on animals and scarce on pets as a category, so our intention has been to
fill this gap. We take account of the contrasting trends involving wildlife, livestock, and pets, and
suggest the development of a formal ‘pet transition’” hypothesis in which humanity moves from a
marginal relationship with pets to one in which this relationship becomes central to human societies
and determines the relationship pets have with the entire animal kingdom. We introduce the notion
of an ‘animal regime’ to suggest that the various — and often contradictory — relationships a society
entertains with various animal species should instead be considered together. We argue that several
such animal regimes can be identified in different temporal and spatial contexts. To our knowledge,
this article represents the first attempt to examine changing anthropozoological balances and the
transitional role of companion animals in them and to propose a graphic model for this transition,
thus contributing to a historical geography of companion animals.

Like all transition models (demographic, urban, health, etc.), the pet transition we propose here is
consistent with the evolutionary perspective described by Howell (2020). It makes reference to a
major global trend that has the unfortunate tendency to iron out local conditions and contexts. Our
model accepts the risks of evolutionism, but at the same time constitutes a heuristic instrument of
comparison that makes it possible to study deviations from the model among different empirical
fields and over time. Its development requires us to reflect on the way the pet category is constructed,
and to explore not only the changes that occur within this category in different contexts and at
different times, but also the place of certain actors in its production, and even its promotion. In this
respect, the article is consistent with work in social and cultural geography that shows how a normative
model of the relationship to the pet spreads, along with resistance to that model (Srinivasan 2013).

While this article is based on an extensive review of the available literature and statistical data, its
origins lie in a comparative research programme on the practices, knowledge, and representations of
veterinarians with regard to the killing of animals (ANIMOR) conducted between 2019 and 2024 at the
Veterinary School of Maison-Alfort (France), the River Institute in Pondicherry, India and the National
School of Veterinary Medicine in Sidi-Thabet, Tunisia. Exploratory fieldwork was also conducted in
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Khartoum, Sudan, in 2015 as part of this programme. Although pets were not the primary focus of
these investigations, the fieldwork did enable us to make differentiated observations of the growing
significance of pets in veterinary knowledge and practices, the impact of the actors who gravitate
around them, and the lack of tools for comparing these changes both spatially (Gray & Young 2011)
and over time (Michalon 2020).

We will first consider the methodological and conceptual risks and benefits of a transitional model
that applies to categories of animals (wild, livestock, and pet), and how a geographical approach might
shed light on its implications in terms of changes to anthropozoological relations. We then describe
the graphic model of the pet transition and its four main stages, from an old animal regime marked
by a lack of distinction among animal categories to a new regime in which companionship relationships
have become the norm that structures our relations to the animal world. Finally, we discuss this
model, with a focus on its implicit prescriptive dimension.

The risks and benefits of a transitional model applied to anthropozoological
relationships

One more transition?

We define the pet transition as a model that describes the evolution of our relationship with animals
over time, one in which pets gradually become a dominant category that forms a matrix that dictates
the ‘right’ relationship with animals. We have built this model with reference to theories developed in
the 20" century in the wake of the demographic transition (Thompson 1929; Landry 2020). These
theories draw on developments observed in the Western world to describe, explain, and forecast
processes produced by combinations of factors — demographic, economic, sociological, and political
— that are likely to affect the entire planet. Several transitional models have been developed in this
way relating to epidemiology, urban development, forestry, and food (Omran 1971; Vries 1984;
Mather 1992; Popkin 1993). What all these transitions have in common is their particular heuristic
character: the global model is compared with a set of particular and situated cases, all different but all
assumed to fall within the boundaries of acceptable difference.

However attractive these transition models may seem to be, they do have a number of limitations.
The first is quantification. The figures on which transitions are based are generally somewhat
incomplete when it comes to the long term, even with respect to the most well-documented cases
(such as demographic or epidemiological transitions). In addition, the categories and objects
associated with these figures (for instance, a city or a population) can vary in time and space, thereby
making comparisons difficult. When contemporary, situated categories are employed and modelled
to explain the past and then applied to the world as a whole, all transitions are subject to both
teleological risk and the risk of occidentalism or ethnocentrism. In fact, transitions are generally
described from the perspective of processes that originate in the West and then spread to the rest of
the world, based on an approach that inevitably tends towards being diffusionist (Grataloup 2015).

Any transition model must therefore be employed with the utmost caution, and care must be taken
to recognise its technical and political limitations and to work in such a way as to reveal the infinite
variety of local situations rather than make them invisible. When transitions are applied in this way,
they are useful for comparison purposes, and can help with the formulation of hypotheses about the
future.

Pets: a deceptively obvious category

The pet transition approach proposes a systemic analysis of the changes affecting three major animal
categories that are defined by their relations with human societies: non-domesticated wild animals,
livestock raised for production, and pets. Working at a long-term global level simplifies and reifies
animal categories as evolving classes. These categories have attracted criticisms of their situated
genesis, lack of nuance, and inability to encompass complex situations (Anderson 1997; Wolch & Emel
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1998; Philo & Wilbert 2000; Micoud 2010), and there have been proposals for alternative categories,
such as a division into domestic animal-citizens, truly wild animals and liminal animal-residents
(Donaldson & Kymlicka 2011). While we acknowledge the validity of these critiques, however, the
three older categories are still relevant for the purposes of discussing and analysing transformations
in relations with animals, and are also still widely used in the scientific literature. To give just one
example, a search of ‘pets + animal’ brings up 2,185 results from Science, compared with over 10,000
results for ‘wild animals’ and 9,130 results for ‘farm animals.’ The word ‘pet’ is also commonly found in
everyday language. Pets are defined both as a contrast to and in relation to the two other main
categories of animals, wild animals and livestock. These three relational categories are schematic and
non-exhaustive, but they still form the framework for societal debates on the animal world today
(Emel et al. 2002; Hobson 2007; Guichet 2011).

The pet category is something of a black box that has never been investigated as a sociological
category produced by situated actors with their own agendas (Michalon 2020). In fact, analyses of pets
are often restricted to a limited geographical and temporal domain (Fox 2006; Fox & Gee 2019), or to
specific species such as dogs (Fletcher & Platt 2018), so as to avoid the use of the word ‘pet’ that lacks
precision and reflexivity. Finally, the multiplicity of ambiguous synonyms - such as pet, companion
animal, small animal, or domestic animal — indicates that the terminology is at the heart of a debate
that is as much axiological as it is scientific (Linzey & Cohn 2011). In this article, we will use the term
pet because of its relative longevity, and because it is used by the most influential players in
relationships with these animals: veterinarians, the agri-food industry, and activist animal rights
associations.

Despite this need for a (re)definition, there is a consensus that pets do share some common
characteristics. They are most often domesticated animals bred for the pleasure their company brings
to humans (Beck et al. 1996). Although they provide services, they are not reared for material
production and are not generally eaten (Serpell 1996; Overall 2017). Pets are assigned a form of
personhood: they have names and live in intimate contact with humans, sharing their homes and
everyday spaces (Tipper 2011; Schuurman & Redmalm 2019), they enjoy restricted freedom of
movement, and they are dependent on humans, especially for food (Tuan 1984; Barnbaum 1998).
Some authors also note that they are a form of merchandise that humans choose, covet, purchase,
and own (Nast 2006). Although the companionship relationship is not necessarily tied to a particular
species, the classic pet animal is still the dog, followed by the cat. The companionship relationship can
vary greatly, depending on whether or not it entails affective reciprocity (Varner 2002). It should also
be noted that relationships with certain farm animals that provide milk, labour force, warmth, and
affective attachment, or with tamed wild animals that are sometimes nursed by humans may also
involve a profound intimacy (Simoons & Baldwin 1982; Stépanoff 2024).

Even though they are not usually breastfed by humans and may be kept far from owners who leave
home to go to work, pets tend to be characterised by the affection their owners claim to provide, to
the point where they may even be described as fully-fledged family members (Beck et al. 1996; Irvine
& Cilia 2017), with a status close to that of a child or even as a substitute for a child (Serpell & Paul
2011). They can fall into the category of an ‘animal as child’ (animal-enfant), which describes a
relationship with a pampered animal that is part of a home, which the anthropologist Stépanoff (2021)
contrasts with what he calls ‘animal as commodity’ (animal-matiére), which describes livestock that are
exploited for their products by the agroindustry system. These two categories are constructed
simultaneously and in a complementary relationship, if for no other reason than that pets are mostly
fed the product of livestock animals.

There are, of course, numerous cases of wild species being tamed and kept as companions or
intercessors in homes or their immediate vicinity. They include peccaries, monkeys, and parrots in
Amazonia; bears and wolves in North America and North Asia; lizards and opossums in Australia; and
goldfinches and bullfinches in North Africa (Serpell 1987; Zeder 2012; Darimont et al. 2023; Stépanoff
2024). Some authors choose to call them pets while also emphasising their wild origin by placing them
under the heading of ‘wild-pets’ (Fausto 1999). These studies highlight the antiquity, extent, and
variability of forms of companionship across a wide range of species, even if it may seem difficult to
settle the debate on the origins of the pet category.
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A number of studies have shown that a specific, and now dominant, modality of companion animal
emerged in the West in the 18" and 19t centuries and is assumed to have spread through colonisation
(Thomas 1983; Kete 1994; Srinivasan 2013; Michalon 2020). We use this restrictive meaning of the
word pet in this article. In this sense, pets are associated with a limited number of species (dominated
by dogs and cats), the emergence of specific breeds, and gradually with the structuring of a commercial
sector that covers their purchase, food, care, upkeep, and even leisure activities. From this perspective,
the eradication of stray dogs in the North and South was a means of arriving at the same state of
urban modernity by killing and eliminating dogs that did not enjoy pet status (Pearson 2021; Exbalin
2023; Srinivasan & Pearson 2023).

Quantitative indicators of changing relationships with different categories of animals

The hypothesis underlying the pet transition is that the relationship between humans and pets will
reshape relations with the animal world as a whole. As with other transitional models, we have used
quantitative indicators of this change to build a graphic model. Arriving at a quantitative evaluation of
the selected animal categories is a challenge, however, especially in the case of pets. It is extremely
difficult to make a simple assessment of the number of dogs or cats in the world, let alone arrive at a
global quantitative estimate of the number of companion animals in general. One study indicates that
in 2018 there were 471 million pet dogs and 373 million pet cats in the world, but it relies on data
produced by a private entity — Nestlé Purina Petcare — that has a direct interest in enhancing pets’
status (Knight 2023). A second, more critical, study has examined the statistics on dogs that are not
pets (Gompper 2013). It uses an approach based on the ratio between the human and canine
populations in different countries and environments to extrapolate a global canine population based
on very patchy census data. The study suggests a global dog population of almost a billion, nearly 75%
of which should be considered strays. This figure of a billion dogs (canis lupus familiaris) compares
with the four million coyotes (canis latrans) and 400,000 wolves (canis lupus and canis rufus) recorded
in the literature (Wolf & Ripple 2017).

The discrepancies between the figures provided by the pet industry and a scientific study are
significant, and the sources used by the private actors are so opaque that they are hard to illustrate.
While the difficulty of obtaining contemporary figures, including for dogs, is well known, doing so
becomes even trickier if we go back in time, as the data are increasingly incomplete and difficult to
compare. Lastly, it should not be forgotten that although the majority of pets are mammals, the
category also includes birds, fish, amphibians, and reptiles.

The numbers of pets and other animal categories is also an indicator that needs to be treated with
caution: it can be a good indicator of the frequency of relationships with pets, but it gives no indication
of the quality of the relationships with the different animal categories or their moral value. In itself, to
say that there are a billion pets and a billion livestock animals says nothing about the relationship
humans maintain with animals in the context of economic exploitation or companionship. On the one
hand, there is variability in the forms of animal husbandry — from keeping a few chickens in the
backyard or a few dozen goats in the neighbourhood to breeding for industrial production (Porcher &
Nicod 2018). On the other, there is also variability in the forms of relationship with pets — whether
they are largely autonomous or entirely homebound, and whether they are pampered or neglected.
This shows that quantification is only a partial guide to the nature of the relationship (Digard 1990).
Similarly, relations with wild animals can be mediated in very different ways by hunting or protection,
or by wildlife tourism (Lorimer 2007; Barua 2016).
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The pet transition model

While applying these caveats, what we propose in this article is an evolutionary model over time and
on a global scale. Our pet transition model, presented in Figure 1, suggests that the relationship of
societies to animals is in the process of being reshaped to assign a special place to a specific form of
companion animals: the modern pet. Instead of stock levels, the model focuses on changes in growth
rates. While the biomass represented by wild animals has already decreased, at the present, also the
growth rate of livestock has begun to slow down even if its biomass still continues to increase.
Regarding pets, both curves are significantly increasing.

THE PET TRANSITION
The increasing weight of pets in the global animal biomass

Old regime... dissolving Phase 1 Phase 2 New reﬁime?

Neolithic industrial rlevoluﬁon preseni time

+
- 0 Growth rate

. . N
Wild animals ™\ — — livestock

\ ——Wild an.
Al

Time

Fig. 1. The pet transition model.

The category of companion animals is emerging and is being progressively shaped by the modern
pet-keeping model, which is growing numerically and spreading spatially, to the point where it has
come to form the basis of the criteria to be applied to good relations with other types of animal as
well. The transition has unfolded over the course of four major periods that we introduce next. The
‘old animal regime’ evolved in two successive phases, concluding with a new regime’in which pets play
a major role. Drawing on previous transition models, we coined the term ‘animal regime’ to refer to
the nature of the relationships with animals before and after the change represented by the transition,
and also suggest that the various relationships a society maintains with different animal categories
should be considered together. These are periods of relative stability in the system of relations
between humans and animals.

The old animal regime: domestication and the emergence of animal categories

The old animal regime was characterised by a long period of close proximity to animals during which
multiple shifting forms of relationship and classification emerged, but of which very few ancient
sources or traces remain. It probably encompassed a diversity of human-animal relationships in
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terms of both ontologies and practices. While the fact that humans lived and co-evolved with animals
seems to be well-established, it is still extremely difficult to imagine what the specific relations between
multiple societies and animals might have been over a period in the order of several hundred thousand
years. Hypotheses can be proposed on the basis of archaeological data and projections of
contemporary situations on to the past, but they are very incomplete.

It is domestication that provided researchers with the grand narrative that has governed thinking
about anthropozoological relations since the Neolithic period (Anderson 1997). The reason
domestication has acquired such importance in the literature is because it appears to be the
foundation of human domination over the living world (Ingold 2000). Other types of relationship, such
as predation, have become marginal (Vigne 2011). From this perspective, a distinction very gradually
emerges between livestock and animals living with households on the one hand and wild animals on
the other (Zeuner 1963).

There are therefore grand narratives that frame our ignorance of the distant past. The story of
domestication, which is intrinsically linked to that of animal differentiation and categorisation, was
writtenin the 19t and 20t centuries. It acquired depth and cogency both in practice and as a framework
for reflection, and has come to shed a retrospective light on the past, with all the risks of anachronism
this entails. This narrative therefore presents a skewed picture, suggesting that these categories pre-
existed the framework that defined them, and masks relationships that are probably far more
complex.

Companionship is a later competing narrative in which the focus is no longer on human domination
but on the processes of physical and social co-evolution between humans and animals (Anderson
1997). Indeed, there is a long history of certain domesticated animals living in very close proximity to
humans — animals that are cared for like children, sometimes being nursed, and being protected with
no apparent reciprocity in terms of food or work (Simoons & Baldwin 1982; Gray & Young 2011).

Phase 1: The development of pets and livestock and the decline of wild fauna

This first phase of the pet transition is the one that intellectually and physically forged and shaped
the animal world we know today. In Western Europe, it occurred during the 19t and 20th centuries.
Industrialised countries shaped the animal world by making a connection between the agricultural
use of forage and animal feed, which made it possible to rear larger numbers of farm animals and
thereby increase yields and milk and meat rations for humans (Mazoyer & Roudart 1997). The gradual
establishment of a capitalist society profoundly transformed production systems and radically
changed humans' relationship with nature and animals (Porcher 2002).

Under the influence of zootechnics, which was an emerging science in 19™-century Europe, animals
were selectively bred for work, milk, meat, and so on. Farm livestock were transformed into cash
animals and became less and less visible in the daily lives of an increasingly urban population (Philo
1995), losing their subjective status through growing industrialisation - not just in breeding practices
but also in animal production. The requirements of livestock farming encroached on wilderness areas
and pushed them back, directly and indirectly contributing to their destruction (FAO Lead 2006). This
phase marks the beginning of the collapse of biodiversity, even though livestock farming was just one
factor in the destruction of habitats (alongside mining, crop expansion, and urbanisation), and in the
related spread of industrial pollution and the impact on the acceleration of climate change.

At the same time, alongside the evolution of our relationship with the other two major animal
categories, the number of modern pets grew, making the transition from a status as a luxury
possession restricted to an aristocratic elite in 17"-century Europe to a mass consumer item (Ritvo
1987; Kete 1994; Digard 1999; Baldin 2014). This general trend became consolidated in the formerly
industrialised countries with the economic growth of the 1950s-1980s. The range of species
companion animals come from is gradually narrowing in this context, particularly with the progressive
bans of wild animals as companions in Western countries. For instance, European and international
bans on keeping wild songbirds like goldfinches, which were ubiquitous in workers’ homes in Europe
until the early 20th century, were a major factor behind their replacement with carnivorous mammals
such as dogs and cats (Stépanoff 2021). Certain animals, like dogs, were limited to the role of pets to
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such an extent that they became the symbol of the category. This initial phase of the transition was
accompanied from the outset by a gradual consolidation of the movements supporting animal causes
(Traini 2015; Carrié et al. 2023). Under the impetus of the Society for the Protection of Animals (SPA),
which was founded in 1845, the Grammont law of 1850 penalised the mistreatment of ‘domestic’
animals in France.

The development of our relationship with these three main categories of animal can also be viewed
in terms of a physical proximity that ensures the possibility of a tactile relationship. The pet transition
embodied a shift from proximity with all types of animals and increasing separation from non-
companion animals, as pets became more embedded in intimate family life. Tactile relationships with
farm or wild animals became less frequent due to their increasing physical separation from an ever
more urbanised human population from which farm animals, working animals, strays, and vermin
were excluded. Wild animals were confined to dedicated spaces like nature reserves, parks and zoos.
Pets, on the other hand, are the type of animals that are most likely to live with humans in urban and
suburban environments: they are small and well-suited to conditions of restricted mobility, in some
cases in a cage, aquarium, or terrarium, and in others at home. In the case of dogs, movement will be
restricted to a neighbourhood and outdoor recreational spaces, where pets’ presence and what they
can do there are tightly regulated (Urbanik & Morgan 2013).

The timescale we use here relates to western Europe, but the periods are not the same everywhere,
did not start at the same time, and did not develop in exactly the same way. In South Korea, for
example, the continuing use of certain types of dog as food animals is being strongly opposed by
activists who are seeking to ban the practice and ensure that they are treated as pets (Dugnoille 2014).
A strict equivalence between dog and pet appears to be still evolving in this case.

Phase 2: Pet globalisation, livestock stagnation, and wildlife decline

As we experience an acceleration in the decline of wildlife, the shift to a second phase of the pet
transition is being accompanied by two phenomena: global meat consumption is continuing to rise,
the volume of livestock in wealthy countries is declining, and the world’s overall volume of livestock
may have plateaued; and the proliferation of pets is now a virtually worldwide phenomenon.

We are seeing a stagnation of livestock in Europe and the United States, where the number of
farms is falling and livestock farming is experiencing the steepest decline in the agricultural sector
(Eurostat 2022; USDA 2022). This is affecting meat production, which has been dropping for almost 20
years. This stagnation affects also meat consumption even if the level from which this trend begins is
high enough to avoid any romanticization. In the United States, for example, annual per capita meat
consumption, which was 120 kilogrammes in 2006, fell to 101 kilogrammes in 2022, with poultry
forming a growing element of people’s diet (USDA 2022). It must be said, however, that this downward
trend is not equally marked everywhere.

Globally, sheep and pig farming seems to have reached a plateau. The number of large livestock
animals continues to rise, goats are making a remarkable breakthrough and, above all, industrial
broiler chicken farming is experiencing an accelerated growth, underpinning the boom in meat
consumption in general.

In some respects, livestock production seems to be a trend of the past in high-income countries,
while emerging Asian and South American countries, which are adopting hyper-intensive breeding
methods or have vast reserves of grazing land, now dominate the sector. These regions are
experiencing accelerated livestock development similar to the one seen in wealthy countries a few
decades ago during the previous phase of the pet transition. Even at a global level, however, the
annual per capita production of meat has been slowing down sharply since the 2000s.
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Tab 1. Global trends in meat production (kilogrammes per person worldwide)

Jean Estebanez et al.
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1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020
24.8 27.1 31.5 339 39 429 44.6
+8.9% +16.4% +7.5% +15.3% +10% +3.9%

Production data: https://www.fao.org/faostat/en/#data/QCL
Demographics: https://www.ined.fr/fr/tout-savoir-population/graphiques-cartes/population_graphiques/

By contrast, the very sharp rise in the number of pets is widely publicised by actors who have a vested
interestin legitimising and promoting the economic sector it has come to representin an ever-growing
number of countries. Almost half of all European households now own a pet (FEDIAF 2022), and the
figures in the USA are similar (AVMA 2022). The amounts of money spent by households are expected
to grow sharply: in 2022, the figure was 30 billion euros in Europe for food alone and 24 billion euros
for accessories such as toys, leads, and cages (FEDIAF 2022). The work of veterinarians is also changing,
and the vast majority of practices now specialise in pets rather than farm animals (Hubscher 1999;
Bonnaud & Fortané 2021). Pets are also becoming increasingly visible, particularly in cities, with spaces
of all kinds - pet cafés and dog parks, for example — being dedicated to this special relationship
outside the home. In the USA, the first dog park was opened in Berkeley in 1979, and by 2013 there
were some 2,200 dog parks across the country (Urbanik & Morgan 2013).

As we explained, quantifying pets is a challenge. We take a critical view of estimates that suggest
that there are more than one billion pets in the world (Chansigaud 2020; Health for Animals 2021).
However, it is impossible not to notice a growing interest on the part of the pet industry in emerging
countries, where a prosperous urban middle class is developing (Health for Animals 2022). India, for
example, is presented as being ‘on the rise’ in terms of its agri-industrial prospects because of the
increase in the number of pet owners there (Mordor Intelligence 2022). This expansion of pet
ownership is accompanied by changes in the position assigned to pets in spatial, financial, and moral
terms (Srinivasan 2013).

The press also plays a part in the media construction of an alleged craze for pets. An article in the
12 January 2016 issue of the Hindustan Times explained why “urban India was bringing pets home
faster than ever before”, and noted a change in vocabulary: “people were no longer referring to
themselves as pet owners but as proud pet parents”. As in Western countries, pets are portrayed in
the media as taking over middle-class homes, where they are seen as an important part of children’s
upbringing, a phenomenon we observed for ourselves during our fieldwork in India. This is not
confined to emerging economies, however: the phenomenon is spreading and now impacts all the
countries of the Global South. On a field mission in Sudan (2015), where according to the statistics
compiled by Mordor Intelligence the market is not yet considered to be promising, we were able to
observe that veterinarians were beginning to specialise in pets in a country where they are numerous
and still very much focused on livestock: the number of practices specialising in pet treatment is said
to have increased from 3 in 2006 to around 20 in 2020. According to our interview with the veterinary
union, there are more than 7,000 veterinary practitioners there in a population of around 45 million.
By way of comparison, there are around 20,000 vets in France, 15,000 of whom specialise in pets (ONV
2022).

The trend towards pets has coincided with the opening of a number of specialist pet stores and the
sale of pet food in supermarkets in affluent neighbourhoods. We can therefore hypothesise that rich
countries have entered a new phase of the pet transition marked by a decline in livestock farming and
an increase in pet ownership, while countries in the Global South have entered the first, accelerated
phase, and are seeing a simultaneous increase in intensive poultry farming and pet ownership.
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The new animal regime

The hypothesis of a new future equilibrium is based on contemporary trends in a small number of
countries. According to this view, the new animal regime will be characterised by a continuing collapse
in the diversity and biomass of wild fauna, a slow decline in livestock, and a sustained proliferation
and spread of pets. There is now a consensus in the literature that we are entering a sixth mass
extinction (Cowie et al. 2022). If this is indeed the case, the new animal regime will be symbolised by
an ever-increasing scarcity of wild animals. Paradoxically, as a consequence of animal movements
and the persistent human exploitation of land, contact zones and zoonotic risks may multiply (Allen et
al. 2017). Under these circumstances, wildlife culling measures of the kind that has already been
regularly observed in the case of livestock are likely.

In the face of the loss of wildlife diversity and biomass, it is plausible to assume that the numbers
of nature reserves, parks, and zoos will continue to grow. In reality, the effectiveness of these
conservation measures is being widely questioned because of the persistent — not to say accelerating
— commodification of nature (Lorimer 2015; Barua 2016). Livestock numbers are likely to remain high
but to experience a gradual decline, with varying dynamics between different countries and species.
The OECD-FAO outlook for 2023-2032 shows a worldwide slowdown in the growth of livestock
production, with marked inequalities between countries (an ongoing decline in wealthy countries and
slower growth in emerging and poorer countries), caused in part by the lower meat consumption in
wealthy countries (OECD-FAO 2023). The overall trend is tilting towards growth, however, as it is driven
above all by the dynamism, albeit uneven, of poultry production in southern countries (Hellin et al.
2015; Bruckert 2021).

Finally, in the new animal regime, it is logical to assume that pet numbers will continue to grow and
tend to overwhelm other kinds of relationship with animals. In wealthy countries, the conversion of
livestock and working animals into pets is already under way in the case of creatures like horses and
donkeys, and chickens are now being treated like pet dogs (Digard 1999). At the same time animal
shelters for production animals are spreading not only in Europe or Northern America but in India
(Sharma 2020). In the countries of the Global South, where subaltern forms of companionship are
maintained around certain animals, it can be argued that they will either be reinforced or disappear.
We might also imagine that this animal future will see urban spaces become much more cosmopolitan
in terms of the animals that inhabit them. They may, for example, admit certain wild animals that are
seeking refuge in less polluted urban spaces (Zask 2020; Barua & Sinha 2023), as well as small numbers
of farm animals (10% live in towns and cities, mainly in developing countries, but urban livestock
farming is undergoing a revival in wealthy countries, see Jabiot & Delfosse 2021), and, of course, the
pets that drive this movement. As the epitome of the urban animal, pets would serve as pioneers in
tackling the political difficulties of communal living under even more stringent conditions of control,
based on the model of the practices already used to fashion urban modernity in the 1930s (Pearson
2021). Lastly, we can also assume that the animal rights movement will continue its struggle, and
permeate further into public policy, extending its field of action into a wider range of sectors and
areas. In so doing, it will inevitably generate controversy and division over the rightful place of animals
insociety (Carrié et al. 2023), but will also contribute to the entrenchment of global standards governing
relations with animals.

Discussion: a prescriptive bias?

We began this work on developing a pet transition model by following proposals formulated in the
scientific literature and a variety of sources. We also used our fieldwork in Sudan, Tunisia, India, and
France, which lends credibility to the hypothesis of an increase in the number of pets and the rising
importance of the associated economic sectors and their media profile. We have highlighted how
certain players may have an interest in pushing the growth and importance of the pet sector. This
discussion returns primarily to the functions and limitations of the pet transition, focusing in particular
on the prescriptive and self-fulfilling dimension of the model.
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First, there is a discourse promoted by many veterinarians, most industrialists, the press, and some
animal studies researchers that values a relationship with pets based on a form of selfless love, in
which companionship is a value in itself. 30 years ago, authors argued that pets could act as
‘ambassadors’ of a good relationship with animals (Serpell & Paul 1994). The moral value of pets still
underlies many publications (Gray & Young 2011; Possidénio et al. 2021; Amiot et al. 2023). At the
same time, critiques of the pet-owner relationship are continuous and widespread. They target pets
as a form of subjection (Singer 1975; Tuan 1984; Srinivasan & Pearson 2023) and abuse (Worboys et
al. 2018). They also criticise pet ownership for its lack of usefulness: the emphasis on care through
contact with animals and the success of this approach can thus be analysed as a way of countering
this criticism (Michalon 2014).

We argue that these critics of the pet-owner relationship are made invisible by another, far more
strident, form of criticism, the one addressed by ecologists and animal defenders to the relationships
humanity maintains with wild and livestock animals. In the case of wild animals, the argument is that
societies are responsible for extinction and should keep a distance from wildlife in order to preserve
it, or should content themselves with a contemplative relationship generally mediated through
images. Hunting is in decline and is more and more morally condemned in many developed countries
(Ueda et al. 2010; Dalla Bernardina 2017; Stépanoff 2021). The exploitation of livestock is the main
target of animal rights theorists, who propose either increased consideration for animal welfare
(Singer 1975) or the abolition of all forms of exploitation (Francione 1995). Lastly, the rhetoric of
companionship is widely promoted by pet food and pet care providers and veterinarians, who are
involved in the production of most of the available figures on companion animals making alternative
forms of companionship invisible. These arguments are then picked up and passed on by the media,
which help foster the concept of the moral superiority of this relationship with animals.

These elements are part of a process of tautological reasoning in which pet ownership is promoted
as the only anthropozoological relationship that is exempt from censure, and to support a future
based on companionship, drawing upon figures and arguments developed by those responsible for
promoting this desirable future. Does our proposed model plough the same kind of tautological
furrow? This is the conclusion one might reach if one reads studies that highlight the existence of a
plurality of types of companionship of which the ‘pet’ type is only one variant. According to this
argument, forms of resistance to the modern pet model, including in the case of dogs, can be found
in ‘subaltern’ companionships (Narayanan 2017). In the case of Indian cities, for example, the author
proposes here that ownerless dogs should no longer be referred to as ‘strays’ (a category that mirrors
that of a pet, and like it is inherited from British colonialism), but as ‘communities,’ since they live in a
neighbourhood they inhabit. We subscribe to this approach, which does not discredit the overall
validity of the pet transition model: on the contrary. Indeed, the fact that these ‘other’ companionships
are designated as ‘subaltern’ and ‘resistant’ necessarily implies the existence of a dominant and
legitimate model, and it is the ‘pet’ version of companionship that dominates and wins out.

Acceptance of the idea that companionship (instead of domestication) is becoming the hegemonic
form of relationship with the animal world sheds new light on what we discussed above about the
grand narratives of the anthropozoological relationship. Does today's emphasis on co-evolution and
companionship not derive from the fact that a pet is almost always the model or example that governs
our thinking? This is what we have seen in the history of domestication, structured by a legacy of
domination and imperialism (Haraway 1989): today, it has largely given way to the notion of
companionship. This is explicitly the case with Haraway (2008), who drew inspiration for her book
When Species Meet from observing her dog Cayenne. Similarly, when Donaldson and Kymlicka (2011)
seek in Zoopolis to explore the idea of citizenship for domestic animals, they use the pet dog as almost
their only model. Dogs offer the best evidence of animal agency and — much more than the cat —
lend themselves to the behavioural control incumbent on the citizen animal by abandoning predation
and adopting a vegetarian diet.
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Conclusion

The primary aim of this article has been to formalise a model that might account for a contrasting but
global dynamic in which pets are becoming increasingly numerous and desirable, including in the
countries of the Global South. While the pet transition model we propose cannot draw upon exhaustive
data, not least because of the problems involved in defining what actually constitutes a pet, it does
offer a relational and evolutionary comparison of pets, livestock, and wild animals, the major types of
animals thatalso make up three modalities of a unique and structured anthropozoological relationship.
Although the model does not show quantitative equilibrium changes — whichis aresearch programme
in itself that should be encouraged — it does provide a heuristic tool for comparison through various
‘animal regimes.’ In our view, its interest lies in the opportunity to build bridges between separate
situations, to identify local specificities, and serve as a starting point for a necessary critique of the
three animal categories. This first attempt contributes material to the historical geography of pets and
more broadly to research that questions contemporary anthropozoological recompositions,
particularly across multiple sites.

The article raises questions about what a pet is, the part pets play in domestication processes, and
the place of companionship in contemporary anthropozoological recompositions, leading this
research to a consideration of the actors involved in the construction of pets as a category. Our
interest in the contested manner in which the relationship with pets is presented as a form of ‘right’
relationship with animals has also enabled us to highlight the role of veterinarians, the agri-food
industry, the pressand Animal studies. The pettransitionthus also seemstorepresentareconfiguration
of moral positions in which zoocentrism — consideration for the interests of animals- has an important
place (Michalon 2023). However, these moral positions do not exclude, and may even underpin, the
dynamics of pet commodification and exploitation.

The second part of the article contributes to a broad conversation about the complexity of pet
relations, in that it questions category boundaries (Van Patter & Hovorka 2018) and whether or not
the relations with animals delineated by these boundaries are legitimate (Srinivasan 2019). This effort
to produce a graphic model of the transformations in anthropozoological relationships is a call for
further work to document the diversity and contrasts in situations (deviations from the model) and to
fill the quantitative gaps highlighted in this article.

Following the final discussion, we now feel confident to state that both the prescriptive and
descriptive dimensions of the pet transition are under way. From a prescriptive perspective, the
relationship with pets is the least controversial and the most lucrative, and enjoys a privileged moral
status. The majority of studies on animals tend to reinforce this special status by too often confusing
companion animals in general with modern pets, which are only one possible variation.

The Anthropocene era is characterised by significant environmental changes, the mass extinction
of wildlife, and the ever-increasing industrialisation of livestock. This has led to growing concerns and
calls for a transformation in our relationship with animals. We argue that the creation of pets as a
category is one of the key areas of this controversial transformation.
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Notes

'See the food industry figures compiled by Mordor Intelligence (a market research company) https://
www.mordorintelligence.com/industry-reports/pet-care-market. We critique these quantitative data
in this article. The company aims to provide its clients with broad forecasts concerning emerging
markets, from aerospace to financial services to animal nutrition. They do this in the form of data and
reports that are partly public, but mostly paid for. It is one of the most widely used sources of
quantitative data in the recent literature on pet numbers.
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