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1.
In late 2019, a new infectious disease broke out in Wuhan, central China. By mid-
January 2020, it had spread widely, though the official line insisted that the epidemic 
was firmly under control. On 23 January, Wuhan, a city of 11 million, was abruptly 
put under a military-style lockdown. Panic erupted. Where did the disease come 
from? How did it start? By then, officials had already swooped down to a local wet 
market, the presumed ground zero, to which early human cases seemed to have been 
connected and where wild animals were sold. Relying on the experience of SARS, 
investigators tried to identify the culprit among the animals traded at the market. 
As the pandemic exploded and spread, more animals were postulated to be either 
the origin or the possible links to the disease—bats, palm civets, pangolins, snakes, 
bamboo rats, raccoon dogs, minks and, well, frozen salmon. Much of the country 
was now under full lockdown. There were numerous questions and few answers. 
Can pets transmit the deadly disease? Maybe. And, reportedly, pets were cast off 
from high-rise apartment buildings and crashed to their deaths. Animals—whether 
they were once prized as delicacies or cuddled as family members—now appeared 
to be cloaked assassins. The wild animal trade was banned. Entire factory farms of 
animals were destroyed. In the aftermath of the SARS pandemic, a laboratory at the 
Wuhan Institute of Virology had been studying bat coronaviruses with the goal to 
better contain or prevent potential zoonoses. Through international collaboration, 
researchers had intensively hunted down bat viruses and collected samples in 
southwestern China and beyond. However, did the Chinese lab also keep live bats 
and other animal samples in the laboratory without proper biosafety measures? 
The controversy has persisted.

As I am writing, the pandemic is still raging. Humans have been caught in the throes 
of an enormous crisis. Animals, too, are a crucial part of this unfolding reality.1

1  A few words about terminology. For the sake of simplicity, we will use such terms as ‘human and non-
human animals’ selectively, mainly for the purpose of emphasis. Otherwise, the term ‘animals’ refers to non-human 
animals. Of course, one of the main points of this special issue is precisely to examine the shared as well as divergent 
fates of various animals, human and non-human, in relation to epidemics in modern East Asia.
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Recent attempts at mapping the emerging zoonoses have consistently identified 
East Asia, especially China, as one of the global hotspots.2 (Other highlighted 
areas include Southeast Asia, South Asia and parts of Africa.) Deservedly or not, 
this image has been cemented by a series of pandemics—SARS, avian flu and, 
obviously, Covid-19. But, of course, such maps show only the symptoms and not 
the underlying causes, which need to be unpacked.

To do so, one must not forget that history matters and scale matters. There are 
long-term and short-term developments that have been driven by local, regional 
and global forces—for example, population growth and movements, urbanisation, 
resource exploitation, global capitalism, and national policy and state power, as well 
as sociocultural attitudes toward nature and animals. Together, they have created 
a changing environment that brought about new ecological encounters among 
animals, pathogens and humans. New animal-borne diseases emerged as a result. 
The story is much broader than just tracing the viruses, pinpointing the ground 
zero and identifying the host animals—themes highlighted in the spillover and the 
related outbreak narrative of recent zoonotic epidemics. These narratives have been 
effectively employed by science writers and have become prevalent in news channels 
and popular media.3

As commonly practised, the narratives tend to focus on the immediate events, 
personalities and locales. The spillover narrative zooms in on the occurrence of 
a  ‘spillover’, when certain zoonotic viruses spread from host animals to humans, 
often originating from an exotic setting (e.g. West Africa). The outbreak narrative 
may describe events in a foreign land or at an American or European locale. The 
focus is on the trigger event and the immediate aftermath.

It is certainly necessary to identify, epidemiologically, the origin of a spillover 
and an outbreak. Yet, origin stories are a messy business. Did a pandemic begin 
with the moment when a bat bit another animal or a human touched its guano, 
or when various species of animals were brought in contact with humans on the 
edge of a forest as they migrated due to habitat loss? Indeed, ecological encounters 
and epidemics must be examined in the interlocking contexts of socioeconomic 

2  Bob Yirka, ‘Mapping zoonotic “hot spots” where risk of coronaviruses jumping from bats to humans is highest’, 
1 June 2021, phys.org/news/2021-06-zoonotic-hot-coronaviruses-humans-highest.html; Robert Kessler and Henry 
Peterson, ‘Global Disease Hotspots 2.0’, EcoHealth Alliance, www.ecohealthalliance.org/2017/10/global-disease-
hotspots-2-0, accessed 25 October 2021; Toph Allen et al., ‘Global hotspots and correlates of emerging zoonotic 
diseases’, Nature Communications 8 (24 October 2017), doi.org/10.1038/s41467-017-00923-8.
3  Examples are numerous, but some of the best known are Richard Preston, The Hot Zone: The Terrifying True Story 
of the Origins of the Ebola Virus (New York: Anchor, 1999); David Quammen, Spillover: Animal Infections and the Next 
Human Pandemic (New York: Norton, 2012); Karl Taro Greenfeld, China Syndrome: The True Story of the 21st Century’s 
First Epidemic (New York: Harper Perennial, 2006). For a critical analysis of the outbreak narratives, see Priscilla Wald, 
Contagious: Cultures, Carriers, and the Outbreak Narrative (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008).

http://phys.org/news/2021-06-zoonotic-hot-coronaviruses-humans-highest.html
http://www.ecohealthalliance.org/2017/10/global-disease-hotspots-2-0
http://www.ecohealthalliance.org/2017/10/global-disease-hotspots-2-0
http://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-017-00923-8
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transformations and subsequent environmental changes. Hence, East Asian societies 
and their history should not be simply a backdrop to stories of emerging zoonoses. 
They are part and parcel of the history of animals and epidemics.

Moreover, the spillover and the outbreak narrative tend to recycle certain tropes 
that can be traced back to European imperialism—e.g. exotic nature, tropicality 
and backward peoples and cultures in ‘other parts of the world’. This problem may 
not be inherent to the specific narrative modes, but, without proper attention to 
broad historical processes, they are prone to fall into the rut of conventions. This 
tendency is rife in reports on Ebola in Africa and comments on Covid-19 that treat 
it as an invasion of racialised virus reminiscent of the discourse of the ‘Yellow Peril’.4 
We certainly don’t need more Eurocentrism or Orientalist othering in discussing 
the topic of animals and epidemics. To counter this tendency, we must examine the 
place and society from inside rather than simply or mainly from outside. Zoonotic 
epidemics were less ecological accidents than by-products of the rapid economic, 
sociocultural and environmental changes in the region and beyond.

Most relevant to the topic of this special issue, these narratives reduce animals to 
narrowly defined roles—basically, reservoirs of pathogens, transmitters of diseases, 
and objects of medical investigation. However, as we’ve seen in the opening 
paragraph, animals play multiple, diverse and significant roles at every step of a 
zoonotic epidemic—not to mention in situations related to but not part of an 
epidemic. Certainly, animals can be hosts of pathogens and vectors of infectious 
diseases. They can also be victims of epidemics and targets of health campaigns. 
They are scientific objects, but they are also vital participants in the manufacturing 
of vaccines and antibodies. Actually, animals are more than just material agents, 
and their materialities are not simply somatic. Animals embody different values 
and meanings—biological, ecological, economic and sociocultural. And at the risk 
of falling farther into the pit of anthropocentric functionalism, I may also mention 
that they provide comfort and companionship to many people at difficult times (and 
let’s hope that the reverse is at least partially true). As agents of historical change, 
animals are sometimes on a par with humans in the evolving course of a zoonotic 
epidemic. All zoonotic epidemics are interspecies affairs. Thus, animal history has to 
be an integral part of the history of epidemics.5

4  Christos Lynteris, ‘Yellow Peril Epidemics: The Political Ontology of Degeneration and Emergence’, in Yellow 
Perils: China Narratives in the Contemporary World, ed. Frank Billé and Sören Urbansky (Honolulu: University of 
Hawai‘i Press, 2018), 35–59; Nayan Shah, Contagious Divides: Epidemics and Race in San Francisco’s Chinatown 
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2001).
5  Fa-ti Fan, ‘Plants, Germs, and Animals: They Want to Be in History, Too!’, Cross-Currents: East Asian History 
and Culture Review, 3 (2014), 231–44; E. Fuller Torrey and Robert H. Yolken, Beasts of the Earth: Animals, Humans, and 
Disease (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2005), 112–23.
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In short, the popular narratives discussed above can be at the same time overladen 
with cliché and bleached of sociocultural meanings. At one end, it is coloniality and 
racialisation of diseases. At the other, it is asserted scientific objectivity—underlined 
by the omnipresence of the image of SARS-CoV-2, a fuzzball with red spikes that 
presumably holds the key to stopping the pandemic.

2.
In response to these problems, this special issue joins the discussion of recent zoonotic 
and other animal-borne epidemics from two related positions. First, it maintains 
that we should take the relevant history, society and environment seriously when 
we look at the topic of animals and epidemics. We cannot properly understand 
animals and epidemics in a place without investigating their particular history, 
environment and sociocultural landscape. Second, it emphasises the multiple roles 
and the significance of animals in the history of epidemics in twentieth-century East 
Asia. As the concept of ‘One Health’ suggests, the health of animals, humans and 
the environment are intertwined; and so are animal history, environmental history 
and the history of epidemics. Indeed, for the sake of balance, it may even be helpful 
to recentre animals in the history of epidemics.

By looking at modern East Asia, this special issue not only adds new understanding 
to the studies of animals and epidemics in the region, but also engages with the recent 
discussion of global zoonotic pandemics. As noted above, the familiar narratives of 
emerging zoonotic pandemics tend to reproduce certain assumptions and tropes 
dating back to the heyday of Western imperialism. They are often stuck in the 
framework of ‘the West and the Rest’ (in which the Rest matters mainly because it 
is presumably where ‘hotspots’ are). This is not to say that only Western media or 
commentators adopt the lens of cultural centrism. The widely circulated picture of a 
fashionable Chinese woman eating bat soup, for example, was a journalist’s attempt 
at an exotic food for a Chinese travel program, similar to scenes of many Western 
TV shows about daring travellers going to distant places and trying out ‘weird’ 
local dishes. The whole drama turned out to have been a Chinese portrayal of Palau 
exotica recirculated in the manner of a Western portrayal of Chinese exotica.6

6  The images/video were widely circulated on the internet and the likes of the Daily Mail, e.g. ‘Revolting Image 
Shows Chinese Woman Eating a Whole Bat …’, www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-7920573/Revolting-footage-
shows-Chinese-woman-eating-bat-scientists-link-coronavirus-animal.html, accessed 25 October  2021; Marnie 
O’Neill, ‘Chinese influencer Wang Mengyun, aka “Bat soup girl” breaks silence’, The Chronicle (Toowoomba), 
7  February 2020, www.thechronicle.com.au/news/chinese-influencer-wang-mengyun-aka-bat-soup-girl-breaks-
silence/ news-story/63ef0 cec5b 6d448d1843e2e1bcadb14d; James Palmer, ‘Don’t Blame Bat Soup for the Coronavirus’, 
Foreign Policy, 27 January 2020, foreignpolicy.com/2020/01/27/coronavirus-covid19-dont-blame-bat-soup-for-the-
virus, accessed 25 October 2021.

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-7920573/Revolting-footage-shows-Chinese-woman-eating-bat-scientists-link-coronavirus-animal.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-7920573/Revolting-footage-shows-Chinese-woman-eating-bat-scientists-link-coronavirus-animal.html
http://www.thechronicle.com.au/news/chinese-influencer-wang-mengyun-aka-bat-soup-girl-breaks-silence/news-story/63ef0cec5b6d448d1843e2e1bcadb14d
http://www.thechronicle.com.au/news/chinese-influencer-wang-mengyun-aka-bat-soup-girl-breaks-silence/news-story/63ef0cec5b6d448d1843e2e1bcadb14d
http://foreignpolicy.com/2020/01/27/coronavirus-covid19-dont-blame-bat-soup-for-the-virus
http://foreignpolicy.com/2020/01/27/coronavirus-covid19-dont-blame-bat-soup-for-the-virus
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Although this special issue focuses on East Asia, it has no intention to reify the 
region. Instead, it maintains that the ecological, scientific, sociocultural and 
epidemiological changes cannot be separated from trans-regional developments. Any 
place or site has to be seen as a nexus of forces and movements extending beyond 
the limits of conventional boundaries—whether they are political borders or the 
edges of a forest. Indeed, animals and pathogens in motion often cross boundaries 
and reconfigure geography. A main goal of this special issue is to underscore the 
importance of a broad range of historical dynamics in the emergence and unfolding 
of animal-borne epidemics.

3.
There is a growing literature on the history of epidemics in the field of modern 
East Asia. Much has been written about malaria, plague, cholera, tuberculosis and 
schistosomiasis and their impact on society.7 Not all of these epidemics were animal-
borne, but many of them shared salient characteristics as regards societal and public 
health responses, as well as medical research. In early twentieth-century East Asia, 
the germ theory, tropical medicine and modern sanitation made inroads in major 
port cities, in part due to major outbreaks of epidemics such as cholera in Hong 
Kong (1894–1920s) and plague in Manchuria (1910–11). The expansion of the 
Japanese empire also brought with it modern scientific medicine and public health. 
In this biomedical regime, hygiene was strongly associated with the politics and 
imagery of modernity. Personal and public hygiene were promoted as markers of 
civilised behaviour and responsible citizens. The vision of ‘hygienic modernity’, in 
various incarnations, has been important to the modernising East Asian States, from 
the Japanese colonial authorities in Taiwan to Mao’s China.8

Along these lines, let’s look at a well-known example—Wu Liande’s work on 
pneumonic plague in Manchuria in 1910–11. Born in Penang, a British colony, 
and trained in Britain, Wu took up a position at a medical college in Qing China 
in 1908. When the plague broke out in Manchuria in 1910, he was tasked with 
leading the Chinese effort to combat the epidemic. Well versed in modern scientific 
medicine, Wu carried out medical investigations, including dissecting human 

7  For example, Carol Benedict, Bubonic Plague in Nineteenth-Century China (Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press, 1996); Yubin Shen, ‘Malaria and Global Networks of Tropical Medicine in Modern China, 1919–1950’ (PhD 
diss., Georgetown University, 2017); Robert Peckham, Epidemics in Modern East Asia (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2016); Miriam Gross, Farewell to the God of Plague: Chairman Mao’s Campaign to Deworm China 
(Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2016); Xiaoping Fang, China and the Cholera Pandemic: Restructuring 
Society Under Mao (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2021).
8  Ruth Rogaski, Hygienic Modernity: Meanings of Health and Disease in Treaty-Port China (Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press, 2004); Angela Ki Che Leung, Health and Hygiene in Chinese East Asia: Policies and 
Publics in the Long Twentieth Century (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011).
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and animal victims, and devised approaches to contain the epidemic. Wu is best 
remembered today for his recognition of the pneumonic nature of the plague, his 
introduction of a well-designed face mask, and his insistence on its wide application 
among his medical staff and beyond.9

Even back then, however, epidemic control was intertwined with geopolitics. 
The rivalry of the three imperial powers in the area—the empires of the Qing, Russia 
and Japan—and the convergence of international teams of experts created various 
patterns of competition and co-operation. It proved difficult to co-ordinate the 
political and scientific interests involved in the process. In fact, the rapid political, 
economic and social changes that had taken place in the region might have set off 
the epidemic in the first place.10

A zoonotic disease, the plague may have originated from tarbagan marmots living 
on the steppes of Mongolia and Manchuria. The growing fur trade brought droves 
of hunters to the region, and marmots were dispatched for the international market. 
The newly established railway networks and the expanded seaports provided the 
modern infrastructure for the movement of people and goods and for the fur trade.11 
Global capitalism, regional imperialism and modernisation altered the ecology of 
the region, and this transformation brought marmots and plague in contact with 
more human populations. Marmots had been important animals to the peoples 
who had historically lived on the steppes, notably the Mongols. They hunted 
them for food and fur, and there was a whole cultural tradition about the animal. 
With the new market economy, new zones and networks of ecological encounter 
multiplied. The bodies of marmots—their fur—acquired new values. The animal 
became a different object (of culture, economy and biology) to growing numbers 
of humans. Caught in these ecological and economic changes, marmots became 
potent agents of a major epidemic.

This historical episode foreshadows many themes relevant to today’s zoonotic 
pandemics: a changing ecology; modernisation; movements of people and goods; 
capitalism, imperialism and shifting geopolitics; international competition and 
co-operation; science, technology and medicine; and, not the least, pathogens 

9  Wayne Soon, Global Medicine in China: A Diasporic History (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2020); 
Mark Gamsa. ‘The Epidemic of Pneumonic Plague in Manchuria 1910–1911’, Past & Present 190 (2006): 147–83.
10  William Summers, The Great Manchurian Plague of 1910–1911: The Geopolitics of an Epidemic Disease (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2012); Sean Lei, Neither Donkey Nor Horse: Medicine in the Struggle over China’s 
Modernity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014), Chapter 2.
11  Christos Lynteris, ‘Skilled Natives, Inept Coolies: Marmot Hunting and the Great Manchurian Pneumonic 
Plague (1910–1911)’, History and Anthropology 24 (2013): 303–21; Yubin Shen, ‘Pneumonic Plagues, 
Environmental Changes, and the International Fur Trade: The Retreat of Tarbagan Marmots from Northwest 
Manchuria, 1900s–30s’, Frontiers of History in China 14 (2019): 291–322.
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and  animals—all of which are present in cases of zoonotic pandemics today.12 
This  example confirms the need to take a broad and historical view when we 
consider recent zoonotic epidemics. The spillover narrative that focuses narrowly 
on the transmission of disease from animals to humans leaves out much of the 
larger picture. It features a simple causal link and skims over the complex dynamics 
of various forces at work.

4.
The Manchurian plague is one of the best-studied cases in modern East Asian 
history. Even so, animals are still often relegated to the background or stationed on 
the sideline of action. And when they come to the fore, they appear as vectors of 
diseases or targets of health campaigns (e.g. mosquitoes and malaria).13 There is little 
systematic effort at incorporating animal studies, including such issues as animal 
agency, animal subjects or the multiplicity of human-animal relationships, into the 
interpretive framework. Even the flourishing literature on recent zoonotic diseases 
in East Asia, including SARS and avian flu, can benefit from rigorous discussion 
of these issues.14 Many of the studies mention animals—mainly in the contexts 
of animal trade, wet markets and factory farming—but their primary concerns lie 
elsewhere. With some exceptions, the key issues in animal studies have not found 
their way into the scholarship on epidemics in modern East Asia.15

12  For example, Wayne Soon and Jia Ian Chong, ‘What History Teaches about the Coronavirus Emergency’, 
The Diplomat, 12 February 2020, thediplomat.com/2020/02/what-history-teaches-about-the-wuhan-coronavirus, 
accessed 25 October 2021; Ruth Rogaski, ‘The Manchurian Plague and COVID-19: China, the United States, and 
the “Sick Man,” Then and Now’, American Journal of Public Health 111, no. 3 (2021): 423–9. Other episodes, too, 
provide insights, e.g. Robert Peckham, ‘Viral surveillance and the 1968 Hong Kong flu pandemic’, Journal of Global 
History 15, no. 3 (2020): 444–58.
13  Judith Shapiro, Mao’s War Against Nature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009); Gross, Farewell 
to the God of Plague. For an insightful analysis of the ways in which animals and epidemics are framed in such a 
narrow way, see Christos Lynteris, Framing Animals as Epidemic Villains: Histories of Non-Human Disease Vectors 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019). A growing number of new studies, notably the ones by Lyle Fearnley, 
Frédéric Keck and Christos Lynteris, are changing the situation. See, for example, Lyle Fearnley, Virulent Zones: 
Animal Disease and Global Health at China’s Pandemic Epicenter (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2020); 
Frédéric Keck and Christos Lynteris, ‘Zoonosis prospects and challenges for medical anthropology’, Medicine 
Anthropology Theory 5, no. 3 (2018): 1–14. See also other works by these authors cited in this paper.
14  Katherine Mason, Infectious Change: Reinventing Chinese Public Health after an Epidemic (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press, 2016); Arthur Kleiman and James Watson, eds, SARS in China: Prelude to Pandemic 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2005); Yu-Ju Chien, ‘How Did International Agencies Perceive the Avian 
Influenza Problem? The Adoption and Manufacture of the “One World, One Health” Framework’, Sociology of 
Health and Illness 35 (2013): 213–26.
15  Notable exceptions include the works by Lyle Fearnley, Frédéric Keck and Christos Lynteris. See, for example, 
Fearnley, Virulent Zones; Keck and Lynteris, ‘Zoonosis Prospects and Challenges for Medical Anthropology’. See 
also other works by these authors cited in this paper.

http://thediplomat.com/2020/02/what-history-teaches-about-the-wuhan-coronavirus
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This situation has to do with the late development of animal studies in the field 
of  modern East Asia. Animals, particularly charismatic animals, sometimes 
appear or  even feature in environmental history—e.g. wolves, tigers or pandas.16 
There is also a growing literature on livestock and companion animals, as well as 
on institutions  related to animals such as the zoo.17 When it comes to animals, 
the literature mainly follows the general approach of animals and society, with an 
emphasis on the social, cultural and political meanings of animals in particular 
societies.18 In addition, there is also some scholarship on insects, such as the locust, 
or other animals as part of the study of diseases or natural disasters.19

However, just as with humans and viruses, animals are agents of historical change. 
We must take into account the variation of human–animal relationships in a given 
eco-society over time. Dogs, snakes and marmots have not always occupied the 
same places in a socioecological web and have not been regarded in the same way or 
interacted with humans in the same way in all societies. The consumption of ‘wild 
flavours’ (yewei) or wild animals as delicacies, a topic widely reported in Western 
media, is not rooted in a monolithic ‘Chinese culture’, just as one shouldn’t think 
that shooting deer for venison represents ‘American culture’, whatever that might 
mean. Eating yewei expanded and became more mainstream (though it is hardly 
common) due largely to the booming economy and evolving consumer culture 

16  Mark Elvin, The Retreat of the Elephants: an Environmental History of China (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 2006); Robert Marks, Tigers, Rice, Silk, and Silt: Environment and Economy in Late Imperial South China 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); E. Elena Songster, Panda Nation: The Construction and 
Conservation of China’s Modern Icon (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018); Brett Walker, The Lost Wolves of 
Japan (Seattle, WA: University of Washington Press, 2008); Chris Coggins, The Tiger and the Pangolin: Nature, 
Culture, and Conservation in China (Honolulu: University of Hawaii, 2003); Robert Marks, ‘Asian Tigers: The Real, 
the Symbolic, the Commodity’, Nature and Culture 1, no. 1 (Spring 2006): 63–87; Joseph Seeley and Aaron 
Skabelund, ‘Tigers—Real and Imagined—in Korea’s Physical and Cultural Landscape’, Environmental History 20, 
no. 3 (July 2015): 475–503; Joseph Seeley and Aaron Skabelund, ‘“Bite, Bite against the Iron Cage”: The Colonial 
Seoul and Taipei Zoos and Empire’s Ambivalent Dreamscape’, Journal of Asian Studies 79 (2020): 429–54.
17  Aaron Skabelund, Empire of Dogs: Canines, Japan, and the Making of the Modern Imperial World (Columbia 
University Press, 2011); Ian J. Miller, The Nature of the Beasts: Empire and Exhibition at the Tokyo Zoo (University 
of California Press, 2013); Chung-Hao Pio Kuo, ‘Pigs, Pork, and Ham: The Practice of Pig-Farming and the 
Consumption of Pork in Ming-Qing China’ (PhD diss., New York University, 2013); Brian Lander, Mindi 
Schneider and Kathrine Brunson, ‘A History of Pigs in China: From Curious Omnivores to Industrial Pork’, Journal 
of Asian Studies 79, no. 4 (2020): 865–89, doi.org/10.1017/S0021911820000054.
18  Dagmar Schäfer, Martina Siebert and Roel Sterckx, Animals Through Chinese History: Earliest Times to 1911 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018); Liz Y. Chee, Mao’s Bestiary: Medicinal Animals and Modern China 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2021); Gregory Pflugfelder and Brett Walker, eds, JAPANimals: History and 
Culture in Japan’s Animal Life (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Center for Japanese Studies, 2005).
19  David A. Bello, ‘Consider the Qing Locust’, East Asian Science, Technology, and Medicine 48 (2018): 49–80.

http://doi.org/10.1017/S0021911820000054
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(including food culture). With these changes, there came a growing market for 
the animal trade and an industry of raising ‘wild animals’. The interesting part 
of the story is precisely that it is new rather than traditional.20

5.
This special issue also deals extensively with animals and medical science. In 
epidemiology and other areas of medical science, animals are of critical importance. 
Walking into any biomedical laboratory, one is likely to come across rows of 
experimental animals. Similarly, investigations into epidemics often bring scientists 
out into the field. How else can one capture rodents in burrows? As historical 
examples, such as anthrax, have shown, human health is closely tied to the health of 
animals and the environment.21 Conventional narratives of animals and epidemics, 
however, may again constrain how animals are regarded.

Take, for example, the public interest in virus hunters and their quest for the 
natural reservoirs of pathogens of potential epidemics. The dedication, courage and 
contribution of virus hunters must be recognised and appreciated. My point here 
is about the representations of virus hunters and their work. The narrative mode 
about virus hunters combines several genres—notably, the quest epic, the detective 
thriller and the discovery story. However, it also has a direct predecessor, namely, 
the travel literature of Victorian naturalists who collected specimens in remote, and 
often colonial, lands.22 From the perspective of animal studies, this narrative mode 
has another problem. That is, it tends to portray humans as action heroes and the 
elusive animals (and viruses) as the prize. Ultimately, animals are cast in the role of 
vessels or vectors of pathogens.

Yet, nevertheless, the narrative also reveals a rich, but often neglected, tradition in 
science. Following virus hunters enables us to value the vital role of the fieldwork 
and museum traditions in modern science—including the activities of collecting, 
classifying and identifying specimens—traditions that have been overshadowed 

20  Lyle Fearnley, ‘The Pandemic Epicenter: Pointing from Viruses to China’s Wildlife Trade’, Somatosphere, 
6  March 2020, somatosphere.net/forumpost/wild-virus, accessed 24 November 2021; Hongying Li et al., 
‘Knowledge, Attitude, and Practice Regarding Zoonotic Risk in Wildlife Trade, Southern China’, EcoHealth 
(2021): 95–106; Christos Lynteris, ‘The Prophetic Faculty of Epidemic Photography: Chinese Wet Markets and 
the Imagination of the Next Pandemic’, Visual Anthropology 29, no. 2 (2016): 118–32, doi.org/10.1080/08949
468.2016.1131484; Christos Lynteris and Lyle Fearnley, ‘Why shutting down Chinese “wet markets” could be 
a terrible mistake’, The Conversation, 31 January 2020, theconversation.com/why-shutting-down-chinese-wet-
markets-could-be-a-terrible-mistake-130625, accessed 24 November 2021.
21  Susan Jones, Death in a Small Package: A Short History of Anthrax (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 2010).
22  David Arnold, The Tropics and the Traveling Gaze: India, Landscape, and Science, 1800–1856 (Seattle, WA: 
University of Washington Press, 2006); Fa-ti Fan, British Naturalists in Qing China (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2004).
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by the excitement over biotechnology.23 There is a scientific lineage between 
a Victorian naturalist collecting birds in Borneo and virus hunters gathering bat 
blood and guano in a cave in central Africa, including the experience, training and 
techniques involved in carrying out this kind of fieldwork and specimen collecting, 
despite the differences in equipment, expertise and research topics.24 Time has not 
erased  the power differentials in resources, knowledge production and authority 
between the Western scientists and the locals. But all participants have a stake in 
the success of the endeavour, and the increasingly complex dynamics of power 
and knowledge cannot be reduced to any simple binaries (West/Rest or North/
South). As both a global power and a presumed hotspot, China, for example, has 
considerable leverage in setting the terms of engagement in collaborative projects 
with international scientific and medical organisations. The geopolitics of pandemics 
has not remained the same.

Animals are also a crucial part of laboratory bioscience, including viral research 
and vaccine development.25 Livestock and veterinarian science, too, are components 
of zoonotic epidemiology.26 The scholarship on the scientific and ethical issues 
concerning animals in laboratory science is sizeable, but little has been written about 
the situation in East Asia, where certain countries, such as China, are known to have 
aggressively cloned or genetically edited animals.27

What are the cultural and transnational factors that may have contributed to the 
place of animals in laboratory research in particular East Asian countries? How 
should we write about animals in laboratory science in material and cultural settings 
that are at the same time similar and different from the Western ones? In any case, 
it may be insisted that animals are not simply scientific objects or means to scientific 
(and, relatedly, economic and political) ends—such as controlling tropical diseases 

23  Frédéric Keck, Avian Reservoirs: Virus Hunters and Birdwatchers in Chinese Sentinel Posts (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2020).
24  Robert Kohler, Landscapes and Labscapes: Exploring the Lab-Field Border in Biology (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2002); Fa-ti Fan, ‘Science in Cultural Borderlands: Methodological Reflections on the Study of 
Science, European Imperialism, and Cultural Encounter’, East Asian Science, Technology and Society 1, no. 2 (2007): 
213–31, doi.org/10.1007/s12280-007-9022-5.
25  For example, Karen Rader, Making Mice: 7 Standardizing Animals for American Biomedical Research, 1900–
1955 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004); Robert Kirk, ‘“Standardization through mechanization”: 
Germ-free life and the engineering of the ideal laboratory animal’, Technology and Culture 53 (2012): 61–93, 
doi.org/10.1353/tech.2012.0025; Michael Lynch, ‘Sacrifice and the Transformation of the Animal Body into a 
Scientific Object: Laboratory Culture and Ritual Practice in the Neurosciences’, Social Studies of Science 18 (1988): 
265–89, doi.org/10.1177/030631288018002004. In the context of East Asia, see, for example, Lisa Onaga, 
‘Toyama Kametaro and Vernon Kellogg: Silkworm Inheritance Experiments in Japan, Siam, and the United States, 
1900–1912’, Journal of the History of Biology 43 (2010), 215–64, doi.org/10.1007/s10739-010-9222-z; Fa-ti Fan, 
‘Can animals predict earthquakes? Bio-sentinels as seismic sensors in Communist China and beyond’, Studies in the 
History and Philosophy of Science Part A 70 (2018): 58–69, doi.org/10.1016/j.shpsa.2018.05.009.
26  Abigail Woods et al., Animals and the Shaping of Modern Medicine: One Health and Its Histories (London: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-64337-3.
27 David Cyranoski, ‘Chinese effort to clone gene-edited monkeys kicks off’, Nature, 29 January 2019, doi.org/ 
10.1038/d41586-019-00292-w.
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and colonialism. An animal is not just a biological body, however standardised or 
manufactured it might be.28 Many animals in science are also subjects of actions, 
and probably emotions.

6.
Taking the particulars of a region seriously can help us both critique the dominant 
narratives and explore the shifting geopolitics of global pandemics. Some experts, 
as well as the media, have identified East Asia, especially China, as a hotspot of 
emerging zoonoses and a potential epicentre of pandemics. It is difficult, but 
necessary, to disentangle the global medical reality and the layers of cultural 
and political assumptions built into the representations—images, maps and 
narratives—of epidemics. As some scholars would argue, it is time to decolonise the 
epidemiological narratives. Similarly, it is also important to properly incorporate 
animals into discussions of zoonotic epidemics. East Asia is a region with a rich 
history of human–animal interactions. Without taking full account of these factors, 
it is impossible to grasp the role of East Asia in global biosecurity.

This special issue comprises two parts. The first includes three full-length research 
articles and an accompanying commentary. All the articles are grounded in extensive 
archival research or anthropological fieldwork. The articles examine significant 
episodes of animals and epidemics in modern East Asia. Each case study reveals 
the dynamics of human–animal relationships (e.g. those of humans and dogs) 
as they unfolded in a particular environment at certain sociopolitical moments 
(e.g. colonial Taiwan). Taken together, the articles provide important perspectives on 
contemporary and historical concerns about animal-borne epidemics in the region.

Chien-Ling Liu Zeleny’s article delves into the history of rabies, dogs and vaccine 
research in early twentieth-century China. Animal history intertwined with medical 
history in the multinational and quasi-colonial context of the Shanghai International 
Settlement. In the late nineteenth century, fear of rabid dogs flared up in many cities 
in Europe and North America and spread to the European colonies and beyond. 
With its complex social composition of foreign residents, a large transient population 
and Chinese labourers, the international settlement in Shanghai pursued policies to 
prevent and contain rabies. Attempts to regulate the dog population included racial 
and cultural assumptions about the Chinese and their animals. The Chinese had 
their own notions of rabies and rabid dogs, which informed their perspectives on 

28  There is a growing literature on the legal and ethical aspects of animal welfare and animal rights in China, 
e.g. Deborah Cao, Animals in China: Law and Society (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015); Peter J. Li, Animal 
Welfare in China: Culture, Politics and Crisis (Sydney: Sydney University Press, 2021). On the ethics of animal research, 
see, for example, Deborah Cao, ‘Ethical Questions for Research Ethics: Animal Research in China’, Journal of Animal Ethics 
8, no. 2 (Fall 2018): 138–49, doi.org/10.5406/janimalethics.8.2.0138.
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the anti-rabies policies. A new strategy to combat rabies was to develop and deploy 
vaccination. The Chinese and foreign scientists at the Pasteur Institutes in China 
researched anti-rabies vaccines. Their work rode on the global network of Pasteurian 
science, but with distinctive local flavours. In some ways, the case study was an 
episode in the global history of urbanisation, population movements and disease 
control. Humans, animals, germs and the socio-material environment of a global 
city were all main actors in the story.

In colonial Taiwan, a matrix of animals, humans, diseases and politicised ecology 
evolved along the expansion of Japanese imperialism. Toxicity, including animal 
venom, was a significant part of the history of colonial tropicality. In Taiwan, 
venomous snakes and animal carriers of infectious diseases posed a challenge to 
Japan’s vision of environmental management and colonial modernity. Japan had 
gained stature in the Western-dominated scientific community and had actively 
pursued biomedicine and public health measures. With its warm climate, the island 
of Taiwan served as a field and a laboratory for Japan’s colonial science as its imperial 
ambitious extended to tropical Southeast Asia. Although snakebite seems to be 
different from a germ-caused epidemic, it actually shares important characteristics 
with other animal-borne diseases, so much so that the World Health Organization 
classifies snakebite or, more broadly, envenoming as a kind of disease and indeed 
epidemic. Chih-Ju Wu and Fa-ti Fan’s article shows that, historically, snakebite 
control often fell within the general field of tropical medicine and antivenom 
research, and shared crucial similarities with biomedical science on infectious 
diseases such as vaccine research.

Suzanne Barber and Michael Hathaway’s article is both historical and anthropological. 
Its focus is on animal welfare and animal rights movements in contemporary China 
that aim to protect ‘small animals’ (as opposed to the larger animals of wildlife 
conservation), especially dogs in urban settings. To properly contextualise the ideas 
and actions of these activist groups, the article traces the fate of dogs, which often 
became a target of health campaigns, in the Mao era (1949–76). Dogs were often 
viewed as potential carriers of rabies and other diseases, a waste of food, and, as 
pets, bourgeois accessories. With the social and economic development in the post-
Reform era, dogs acquired new meanings and values among the rising urban middle 
class. Now they became pets. In the meantime, the market for dog meat became 
more organised and visible. In an example of the invention of tradition, certain 
cities—such as Jinhua in Zhejiang Province and Yulin in Guangxi Province—even 
held the Dog Meat Festival (Jinhua ended the festival in 2011). Among some 
Chinese netizens, the custom of eating dog meat was compounded with nationalistic 
defiance against Western criticisms. Because of the recent pandemics, street dogs and 
wet markets have again attracted the attention of state power. The article follows the 
dogs and the human activists in uncovering the tensions among different human–
animal relationships in a rapidly changing society.
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The second part of the special issue consists of a forum of three ‘idea essays’ and 
a commentary. The essays are meant to be reflective and explorative. They draw 
on historical and contemporary material to highlight certain points relevant to 
emerging zoonoses and other animal-borne epidemics. Miriam Gross uses Mao’s 
campaigns for eradicating pests and animal-borne diseases to discuss the broad 
implications of state power and epidemics control. As targets of health campaigns, 
animals were often reduced to simplistic categories rather than being considered 
an integral part of a complex social and ecological web. Unexpected consequences 
often ensued in the aftermath. She notes important continuities and differences 
that may help us understand epidemic control in contemporary China and beyond. 
Lisa Onaga examines the little-known role of silkworms in both viral research and 
the production of vaccines. In the body of the silkworm, animal history directly 
intersects with the history of scientific medicine. She also uses the example to call 
attention to insects. Although they are common biomedical agents and research 
objects in science, insects tend to either take a back seat to mammals in the public 
mind or, when they are noticed, condemned as pests. As Onaga argues, however, they 
can also be ‘sources of inspiration’ and reagents for diagnosis and vaccines. Using the 
1957 flu pandemic and the recent zoonotic pandemics (SARS and Covid-19) as case 
studies, Lyle Fearnley’s essay discusses the blind spots of relying on ‘the molecular-
scale approach to disease ecology’. Scientists have spent a lot of effort researching 
the nature and behaviour of viruses and their role in pandemics, and they try to 
combat pandemics at that level. In comparison, much less is devoted to studying 
the phenomena that may actually determine the spillover and outbreak of a zoonotic 
pandemic. The imbalance of knowledge, or even a wilful ignorance about crucial 
phenomena on a large scale—such as ‘livestock economies, rural–urban ecosystems 
and cultural practices’—seriously hamper hopes of preventing or reducing the threat 
of emerging zoonotic pandemics.

In addition to these articles, Ian Miller and Gregg Mitman each provides an extensive 
commentary that engages with the research articles and the forum respectively. The 
commentaries conduct in-depth dialogues with the other pieces, make perceptive 
observations and raise new issues to think about. They are much more than 
commentaries and demand careful reading and reflection.
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