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with livestock veterinarians, he explored 
the interaction between pharmaceuticals, 
farming systems, husbandry technologies 
and animal bodies in modern livestock 
systems in consideration of how more 
holistic ‘post-pharmaceutical’ health and 
welfare goals might be achieved.

Jamie Lorimer, from the University of 
Oxford, continued this general theme with 
his presentation on the emerging concept of 
the ‘microbiome’. With only around 10 per 
cent of the human genome being uniquely 
‘human’, he noted that humans and animals 
were distinguished to a far greater extent 
by their respective microbial populations. 
This has led to new ideas of the microbial 
animal as a dynamic superorganism which 
must be considered as a whole. Allergies and 
autoimmune diseases were being described 
as ‘epidemics of absence’ resulting from 
missing microbes arising from changed 
patterns of living and interaction with the 
natural (microbial) world. He reflected on 
the implications for new work on allergy 
and autoimmunity and on antimicrobial 
resistance.

Zoos
The second day of the meeting began with 
two papers on zoos: one from veterinarian 
and historian Abigail Woods, of King’s 
College London, and the other from Irus 
Braverman, of the State University of New 
York Buffalo Law School. 

Professor Woods gave a historical 
account of the zoological garden as a site 
of (medical) scientific and comparative 
exploration, largely controlled by human 
doctors rather than veterinarians. Taking 
London and Dublin zoos as case examples, 
she used explanatory schemes from the 
history of human medicine to make sense 
of the activities that were carried out in 
the zoos, relating them to ‘public health’, 
‘bedside medicine’ and ‘hospital medicine’/
pathology. 

Professor Braverman discussed 
contemporary US zoos and their animal 

management practices, particularly in 
relation to ethical questions of care. She 
referred to well-publicised controversies 
such as the euthanasia of surplus or 
‘unsuitable’ zoo animals and related this to 
internal debates within the zoo veterinary 
community. The role and regulatory aspects 
of US zoo vets was discussed along with 
their relative invisibility in the public-facing 
activities of their institutions.

Oral histories
Sue Bradley, of Newcastle University, is an 
oral historian of the veterinary profession 
whose work is featured in the British 
Library and as part of the RCVS Knowledge/
Wellcome Trust ‘Veterinary Lives in Practice’ 
project. In her presentation, she described 
the rationale for veterinary oral history 
before playing a number of recordings from 
retired British practitioners talking about 
veterinary life ‘On the farm’, ‘In the home’, 
and ‘Down the pit’. As well as capturing 
the rich history and contexts of British 
veterinary life, her work is increasingly 
used as a means of facilitating discussion of 
present day concerns where, as always, ‘the 
wellbeing of one or more animals is bound 
up in a specific nexus involving physical, 
emotional and financial imperatives which 
the veterinarian is responsible for managing.

Disease control
Philip Robinson, of Harper Adams 
University, explored the killing of animals 
for disease control using his cross-
disciplinary background in both state 
veterinary medicine and human geography. 
Taking examples from foot-and-mouth 
disease, bovine TB and BSE, he discussed 
epizootic policy at the state/national 
level and also the effect at the level of the 
individual farmer, using ethnographies 
collected during his doctorate studies in 
geography. He reflected on whether killing 
for the greater good conflicts with a societal 
view of vets as people who make sick 
animals better.

Frédéric Keck, from the Musée du 
quai Branly in Paris, looked at the role of 
veterinarians in Hong Kong in connection 
with monitoring and culling practices for 
H5N1 avian influenza virus at the Kadoorie 
Farm and Botanical Garden. Taking this site 
as a case study in implementation of control 
measures and preparedness, he explored 
how early warning systems and sentinel 
devices transformed relations between vets 
and animals.

Francoise Wemelsfelder, of Scotland’s 
Rural College, introduced the concepts 
behind ‘qualitative behavioural assessment’ 
(QBA), a validated methodology within 
animal welfare science used to appraise 
animals’ expressive capabilities in different 
settings. Dr Wemelsfelder presented recent 
work with veterinary nurses where QBA 
was used to assess pre- and postoperative cats 
and inform nursing practice in companion 
animal care. 

In another presentation, Samantha 
Hurn, of the University of Exeter, considered 
the animal hospice movement, which 
has recently been receiving increasing 
attention in the veterinary community. She 
detailed experiences of human informants 
who sought alternatives to euthanasia for 
terminally ill animals, thereby challenging 
the normative status of euthanasia and 
encouraging the veterinary profession to 
consider hospice and palliative care.

The final speaker was Melanie Rock, 
from the University of Calgary, who 
considered Canadian policies on dog bites. 
Dr Rock provided an anthropological 
critique of current policy and practice 
surrounding dog bites, rabies and wider 
public health concerns in order to consider 
the welfare of humans and animals and 
expand the conceptualisation of ‘harm 
avoidance’, ‘solidarity’ and ‘collective 
interests’.

The diverse selection of papers over the 
two days was followed by lively discussion 
into the evenings. The event ended with 
drinks at Summerhall – the former city 
centre site of the R(D)SVS, now a thriving 
arts and art/science collaborative venue 
which still retains much evidence of its 
veterinary heritage. The workshop was 
sponsored by the University of Edinburgh’s 
College of Humanities and Social Science 
Challenge Investment Fund, and the School 
of Social and Political Science Strategic 
Research Support Fund. 

The next event will be a veterinary 
panel, ‘Anthropologies of veterinary 
medicine: healthcare across species lines’, 
convened by Chrissie Wanner and Robin 
Irvine at this year’s conference of the 
Association of Social Anthropologists of 
the UK and Commonwealth, to be held 
in Durham in July. More details at www.
theasa.org/conferences/asa16/
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