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THE PET FOOD CON | SECTION 9

Britain Made the Pet Respectable

Childhood morality, family virtue and the first industrial pet-food market

Britain did not invent affection for animals. It did, however, help assemble the modern cultural package
in which a household animal became a moral member of the family, feeding became a branded retail
transaction, and veterinary intervention became the expected answer when the arrangement went

wrong.

That package did not arrive in one stroke and it was not created by a single company. It emerged from
several nineteenth- and twentieth-century developments that initially had different purposes: humane
education, urban animal control, commercial manufacture, advertising, charitable rescue and the rise of
small-animal veterinary practice. Their convergence created a market far more powerful than a mere
demand for dog biscuits. It created the respectable pet-owning household—and, with it, a recurring

consumer.

The moral question is therefore wider than whether a particular advertisement was misleading. If a
commercial system helped normalise lifelong feeding practices that its architects knew, or ought
reasonably to have investigated, were associated with preventable suffering, then the harm lies in the

installed way of life as well as in the sales message.

1. The Victorian moral classroom

By the early nineteenth century pet keeping was already popular in Britain. Historians of childhood show
that books, periodicals and practical advice presented animal care as a means of teaching kindness,
sympathy, responsibility and domestic virtue. A child could learn gentleness by learning how to hold,

feed and protect a rabbit, bird, cat or dog. The pet became both a living creature and a moral lesson.

This was not simply sentimentality. It helped define the respectable home. A well-treated animal could
signify a well-regulated child and, by extension, a civilised family. The language of care linked pet
keeping to character. Later commercial interests did not need to invent that emotional architecture;

they could enter it.

The distinction matters. Advertising is strongest when it does not have to create a desire from nothing.

It attaches products to meanings that already feel sacred: childhood, home, kindness, companionship
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and family duty. Once pet keeping had been coded as evidence of moral goodness, a business selling the

means of pet keeping could present itself as the servant of virtue.

2. A food became a product category

Around 1860 James Spratt put a manufactured dog cake on the British market. The product’s
importance lies less in its recipe than in the conceptual substitution it helped establish. Feeding a dog

could now mean purchasing a specially named, packaged article from a manufacturer.

Tom Lonsdale identified this change in Raw Meaty Bones: Promote Health in 2001: “the notion of food ...
was usurped in favour of brand name products” (p. 250). That is not, by itself, proof that all commercial
food is harmful. It is a description of a cultural shift: the category “food for the animal” was increasingly
represented by the category “pet food sold for the animal.” The label began to do intellectual work that

observation, anatomy and practical comparison should have done.

Spratt’s advertising associated manufactured food with modern knowledge and social status. By the late
nineteenth century the product was sold on both sides of the Atlantic. Britain had supplied an industrial

prototype: the household pet, the packaged ration, the prestige claim and the repeated brand story.

The new category also made the feeding relationship scalable. Scraps, bones and local carcass materials
varied by household and place. A branded product could be standardised, transported, displayed,
advertised and sold again every day. The animal’s biological dependence became a dependable revenue

stream.

3. Domestic science and the authority of expertise

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, ideas of “scientific’ domestic management
changed how families thought about children, hygiene and animals. Historical research on canine care
shows that dogs and children were often discussed through similar vocabularies of growth, digestion,
cleanliness and disciplined nurture. Proprietary foods entered the home under the banner of informed

care.

This did not require a conspiracy. It required a mutually reinforcing division of labour. The manufacturer
made a product and a claim; the retailer made it visible and convenient; the advice writer made
consumption respectable; the professional made it appear technically grounded; and the conscientious

householder acted on what appeared to be a consensus.

The result was an epistemic shortcut: love was measured by purchase, and purchase was validated by

expertise. The harder biological questions—what a carnivore is adapted to eat, what feeding does to the
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mouth, and what long-term comparison would reveal—could disappear behind the words “complete,”

“balanced,” “scientific” and “recommended.”

4. The animal became a veterinary patient

British veterinary medicine did not always revolve around household pets. Before the mid-twentieth
century it concentrated heavily on horses and agricultural animals. Historian Andrew Gardiner has
shown that interwar animal-welfare charities, especially the People’s Dispensary for Sick Animals,
helped make small animals legitimate veterinary patients. By the 1990s companion-animal work

occupied most professional time.

This development brought genuine benefits: pain relief, surgery, infectious-disease control and skilled
treatment. It also completed an economic circuit. The respectable family acquired the pet; the
supermarket supplied its daily ration; the clinic treated the consequences of accident, age and disease.
Each component could be defended separately as benevolent. Taken together, however, they created a
system with a serious blind spot: the profession that saw the resulting disease burden also benefited

from treating it and often repeated the feeding assumptions of the manufacturers.

That conflict does not prove that individual vets intend harm. It does establish the need for unusually
strong independent evidence and disclosure. Where the same industry funds education, supplies
products, sponsors professional activity and offers the explanatory language used in the consulting

room, deference is not a safeguard.

5. The supermarket completed the habit

The supermarket transformed repetition into normality. A product encountered beside ordinary
household necessities acquires the status of ordinary household necessity. By the 1970s, a United
Kingdom competition inquiry found that roughly 92 per cent of manufacturers’ pet-food sales passed
through grocery outlets, with supermarkets accounting for nearly half. The industry was concentrated,

heavily advertised and supported by technical staff, including scientists and veterinarians.

The decisive achievement was not merely distribution. It was automaticity. A person did not have to
decide afresh what a dog or cat should eat. The aisle, package, familiar brand and professional
reassurance had already decided. In Multi-Billion-Dollar Pet Food Fraud (2023), Lonsdale described the

learned routine: “feeding pets became simply a matter of opening a can or bag of kibble” (p. 119).
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Convenience is not morally neutral when it suppresses inquiry into foreseeable harm. If the routine diet
contributes to chronic oral disease and associated suffering, then the ease of purchase is part of the

mechanism by which harm becomes continuous and socially invisible.

6. Childhood closes the cultural loop

Children first met pets through stories, classrooms, family practice, product characters, television and
the weekly shop. The child saw affection, food and branded provision fused together. The adult’s

purchase became a lesson without being announced as one.

Lonsdale’s 2001 formulation anticipated the intergenerational argument: “Children grow up and
become parents” (p. 251). The sentence is simple; its implications are not. A child habituated to the pet-
plus-package arrangement carries it forward as common sense. As a parent, that former child teaches
the next generation, usually without conscious intent and often under the sincere impression of acting

responsibly.

This is why “parental responsibility” is an inadequate explanation for a civilisation-scale pattern. Parents
remain moral agents, but their choices are made inside a manufactured informational environment.
When retailers, advertisements, schools, charities, professional associations and clinicians repeat
substantially the same script, the parent is not an independent control in the system. The parent is often

its transmission medium.

7. Rescue reveals the contradiction

The Temporary Home for Lost and Starving Dogs opened in London in 1860, the same year generally
associated with Spratt’s first dog cakes. The coincidence should not be overinterpreted: Battersea’s
predecessor was responding humanely to an existing urban stray problem. Yet the two institutions
foreshadowed complementary parts of the modern system—mass provision for owned pets and

organised management of unwanted ones.

Shelters and rescue workers do indispensable, often traumatic work. They should not be made
scapegoats for failures upstream. But their necessity exposes the gap between the sentimental promise
and the lived reality. Animals represented as family members are also surrendered when behaviour,
cost, housing, illness or changed circumstances overwhelm the household. A 2021 review reported that
one UK study attributed 34.2 per cent of dog relinquishments to owner-perceived behavioural

problems.
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The contradiction becomes especially troubling when rescue is incorporated into brand marketing.
Mars’s 2008 Pedigree Adoption Drive was described in a marketing case study as both a major
corporate-social-responsibility initiative and a key part of the brand’s marketing. Helping shelters can be
genuinely beneficial. It can also renew the population of pet-owning households and strengthen the

moral identity of the food brand. Both propositions can be true at once.

8. The moral finding

The British history supports a bounded but severe conclusion.

It is documented that pet keeping was tied to childhood moral education; that Britain pioneered mass-
manufactured pet food; that scientific domestic language and professional authority helped legitimise
specialised products; that grocery distribution made daily consumption routine; and that organised

veterinary and shelter systems grew around the companion-animal household.

It is a reasonable inference that these elements together reduced the community’s capacity to recognise
diet-related harm. A practice learned as kindness, sold as science, placed among necessities and

endorsed by trusted institutions is unusually resistant to correction.

What is not yet established by this history alone is a single unlawful agreement among manufacturers,
vets, charities, journalists and government. “Conspiracy” may accurately describe the citizen’s
experience of coordinated effects, but criminal conspiracy is a legal conclusion requiring evidence of
agreement, intent and applicable offences. The public case should be stronger than a slogan: it should

demand the records capable of deciding the question.

The urgent allegation is already grave without overstatement. Institutions that knew, or ought to have
known, of a plausible pattern of chronic animal suffering had a duty to investigate it independently. If
they instead normalised the practice, dismissed contrary clinical evidence and permitted children to
inherit the same false certainty, the wrong was not merely manipulative advertising. It was the

installation and maintenance of a way of life in which avoidable cruelty could pass as ordinary care.

9. What should now be investigated

The historical record should be tested through documents, not reverence:

e What long-term comparative studies did manufacturers, veterinary schools and professional
bodies conduct on oral and systemic outcomes under materially different feeding regimes?

e What did corporate and professional decision-makers know about the prevalence, pain and
downstream effects of periodontal disease?
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e How were product claims, veterinary endorsements and school materials developed, tested and
approved?

e What financial relationships connected manufacturers with veterinary education, associations,
charities and media?

e When contrary evidence was raised, who assessed it, under what protocol, and where is the
record?

Britain made the pet respectable. The unresolved public-interest question is whether respectability

became a shield behind which an industrial feeding experiment could continue without the negative

feedback that science, professional ethics and animal-welfare law should have supplied.

Provenance and sources

” u

The “brand name products,” “opening a can or bag,” and “children grow up” formulations appeared in
Tom Lonsdale’s books before the present Section 9 series. They are included to establish the
development of the argument, not to substitute the author’s earlier statements for independent

evidence.
1. Tom Lonsdale, Raw Meaty Bones: Promote Health (2023 text edition; first published 2001), pp.
250-251.
2. Tom Lonsdale, Multi-Billion-Dollar Pet Food Fraud: Hiding in Plain Sight (2023), p. 119.

3. Jane Hamlett and Julie-Marie Strange, “Never Pick up a Rabbit by the Ears: Pet Keeping and
Children’s Material Worlds in Nineteenth-Century England and Beyond,” Royal Holloway Research
Portal — Online source

4. Hagley Museum and Library, “Museum Collection: This Inventor Worked Like a Dog!” — Online

source

5. Michael Worboys, Julie-Marie Strange and Neil Pemberton, “Puppy Love: Domestic Science,
Women’s Work, and Canine Care” — Online source

6. Andrew Gardiner, “‘Dangerous’ Women of Animal Welfare: How British Veterinary Medicine Went
to the Dogs,” Social History of Medicine 27(3) (2014) — Online source

7. UK Monopolies and Mergers Commission, Pet Foods: A Report on the Supply of Pet Foods (1979)
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Editorial note: Claims of cruelty, fraud, knowledge, intent or criminality should be assessed against primary documents and
applicable law. This article distinguishes documented history from inference and does not assert that every commercial pet food
causes disease or that every veterinary, charitable or media participant acted knowingly.
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