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How might attention to zoonotic emerging diseases be more equitably distributed 
across the globe? It is a provocative and timely question asked by Lisa Onaga in her 
essay ‘Reprogramming the Story’, particularly in light of the violent, racist attacks 
experienced by Asian people during the Covid-19 pandemic. Spillover origin stories 
can too readily stigmatise people and regions, placing blame for outbreaks on foreign 
bodies—human and non-human—as we witnessed when former United States 
President Donald Trump inculpated China for the virus’s origins.1 But this was not 
the first time a politician would capitalise on an epidemic to incite hatred and fear. 
In the summer of 2014, as the worst Ebola outbreak in history devastated the West 
African nations of Guinea, Liberia and Sierra Leone, Trump, who then had his eyes 
on the White House, added to the already widely circulating public fears, suspicions 
and scapegoating, tweeting: ‘stop all flights from EBOLA infected countries or the 
plague will … spread inside our “borders”’.2 Racial stigmatisation by Trump and 
others prompted a widespread social media campaign among people in the Liberian 
diaspora: ‘I am a Liberian, I am not a virus’.3 More often than not, wealthy nations 
see zoonotic diseases, like SARS, Ebola and Zika, as problems of the Other, diverting 
attention away from systems of structural violence and racism intertwined with 
global circuits of capital that have produced inequitable environmental burdens and 
health disparities within and between nations.4

1  See, for example, Alice Rudge, ‘Thinking Beyond the ‘Wild Pandemic’, Edge Effects, 25 March 2021.
2  Tweet dated 2 August 2014: Sam Wong and Frank Swain, ‘What Donald Trump has said about science—and 
why he’s wrong’, New Scientist, 4 August 2016, www.newscientist.com/article/2099977-what-donald-trump-has-
said-about-science-and-why-hes-wrong, accessed 21 October 2021.
3  See Abby Phillip and Charity Brown, ‘“I am a Liberian, not a virus”: Campaign fights back against Ebola 
stigma’, Washington Post, 22 October 2014, www.washingtonpost.com/news/to-your-health/wp/2014/10/22/i-am-
a-liberian-not-a-virus-campaign-fights-back-against-ebola-stigma, accessed 21 October 2021.
4  On the problem with patient zero and origin stories in the context of the 2014 Ebola outbreak, see Adia 
Benton, ‘What’s the Matter Boss, We Sick? A Meditation on Ebola’s Origin Stories’, in Ebola’s Message: Public 
Health and Medicine in the Twenty-First Century, ed. Nicholas G. Evans, Tara C. Smith and Maimuna S. Majumder 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2016); 85–94; Paul Farmer, Fevers, Feuds, and Diamonds: Ebola and the Ravages of 
History (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2020).
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Map 1: Yellow areas visible on this ‘heat’ map indicate locations with a high risk of 
the appearance of a zoonotic emerging infectious disease event.
Source: Toph Allen et. al., ‘Global hotspots and correlates of emerging zoonotic diseases’, Nature Communications 
8, no. 1124 (2017): 4. doi.org/10.1038/s41467-017-00923-8.

Consider, for example, this risk index map published in a 2017 Nature 
Communications article, ‘Global hotspots and correlates of emerging zoonotic 
diseases’.5 The highlighted yellow regions signify higher risk probabilities of zoonotic 
emerging infectious disease events, weighted by population, according to a model 
developed by an international group of researchers, many of whom are affiliated 
with the EcoHealth Alliance. The map is meant to call attention to the high risk 
of disease emergence in tropical forest regions with high mammalian biodiversity 
that are witnessing large-scale, anthropogenically driven land use changes. Ignore 
the risks associated with high population density areas in Europe and the United 
States, and the ‘heat’ map becomes reminiscent of nineteenth-century global disease 
maps produced in the age of empire. Splotches of yellow light up the ‘torrid zones’, 
regions where the prevalence of malaria, yellow fever and other tropical diseases 
was once regarded by colonial officials, corporations, and medical and scientific 
experts as impediments to white occupation and settlement, and a justification for 
public health intervention and control. How past and present scientific research, 
public health concerns and popular narratives have come to shape the creation of 
contemporary biodiversity and disease hotspots around the world is a question 
that scholars in medical anthropology, the history of science and medicine, and the 
environmental humanities have only recently begun to address.6

5  Toph Allen et al., ‘Global hotspots and correlates of emerging zoonotic diseases’, Nature Communications 8, 
no. 1124 (2017), doi.org/10.1038/s41467-017-00923-8.
6  See, for example, Hannah Brown and Ann H. Kelly, ‘Material Proximities and Hotspots: Toward an Anthropology 
of Viral Hemorrhagic Fevers’, Medical Anthropology Quarterly 28 (2014): 280–303, doi.org/10.1111/maq. 12092; 
Guillaume Lachenal, ‘Lessons in Medical Nihilism: Virus Hunters, Neoliberalism, and the AIDS Pandemic in 
Cameroon’, in Para-States and Medical Science: Making African Global Health, ed. P. Wenzel Geissler (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 2015), 103–41, doi.org/10.1215/ 9780822376279-004; S. B. Paige et al., ‘Uncovering 
zoonoses awareness in an emerging disease “hotspot”’, Social Science & Medicine 129 (2015): 78–86, doi.org/ 10.1016/ 
j.socscimed. 2014.07.058.
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Each of the essays in this section offers us rich possibilities to contemplate past 
and present narrative frames, biomedical research and public health interventions 
that have brought certain regions of East Asia into the foreground of global health 
concerns surrounding zoonotic emerging infectious diseases.

Miriam Gross’s essay on the changing contours of public health campaigns in the 
People’s Republic of China demonstrates how the Communist Party looked to 
government intervention and control of diseases, like schistosomiasis, to legitimate 
its authoritarian power and impress upon the country’s citizens the Party’s role in 
modernising the nation state. Pests such as snails, rats, flies, mosquitoes and sparrows 
became convenient proxies through which to mobilise the majority of China’s peasant 
population in combating invisible pathogens, whose existence and powers were not 
easily understood. Eradicating animals known to be vectors of disease enhanced 
people’s participation in and sense of belonging to the collectivist state. That is, 
until pests began to repopulate the countryside, raising doubts about whether such 
mass campaigns weren’t just work projects meant to keep an idle populace occupied 
during the winter months. Gross argues that the ritualistic nature of mass health 
campaigns, which often took place during traditional holidays, accorded well with 
traditional beliefs in purifying people and places to achieve harmony with the spirit 
world and bring health to the community. In delving more deeply into the question 
of how public health practices were easily accommodated by or challenged different 
world views of animal–human relations and disease in rural China during the Mao 
era, Gross’s analysis has the potential to contribute much to our understanding, 
not only of medical pluralism, but also how attitudes toward certain animal species 
common in agricultural and wild landscapes changed as they became linked to 
specific diseases.

The ascendance of China as a global economic powerhouse in the twenty-
first century also subverts the neat Global North–South divide that had once 
characterised previous scholarship on the history of global health and development. 
Origin stories for the Covid-19 pandemic in the Western media targeting ‘wet 
markets’ in Wuhan as ‘disgusting’ or ‘uncivilised’ conjure up, as Alice Rudge has 
recently suggested, colonial moral hierarchies. At the same time, conspiracy theories 
that the coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 escaped from the Wuhan Institute of Virology 
offer a countervailing explanation that acknowledges and fears China’s scientific 
and technological leadership on the world stage. If, in the past, the Chinese 
Government looked to mass health campaigns within its borders to legitimate its 
patriarchal authority among its citizens, it is now deploying vaccine diplomacy to 
make further inroads into sub-Saharan Africa, as it seeks to gain greater influence 
and control among African nations in accessing agricultural, mineral and timber 
resources. China’s vaccine diplomacy and the shifting geopolitics of global health 
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made visible by the current pandemic offer a fruitful avenue of inquiry for exploring 
the intertwined relations between medical humanitarianism and economic interests 
in a new era of resource extraction and geopolitics in Africa.

Lyle Fearnley’s essay greatly furthers our understanding of the geopolitical and 
scientific underpinnings that have come to shape surveillance of high-risk ‘hotspots’ 
(the yellow-lit regions on the above map). Under the rubric of global health 
security—a  loose conglomeration of affects, logics, narratives, infrastructures and 
interventionist strategies—Western nations have, since the 1990s, supported global 
systems of disease monitoring, surveillance and information sharing in the name 
of pandemic preparedness.7 We know too little about how global health security, 
and the stories that emanate from and feed into it, build upon past historical 
constructions of certain regions as disease hotspots. Fears, for example, of West 
Africa as the white man’s grave date back to the eighteenth century and persist in the 
affects, narratives and politics surrounding zoonotic disease outbreaks and spillover 
fears. What is the longue-durée history similarly linking concerns about high-risk 
spillover regions in East and Southeast Asia with Euro-American pathologisation 
of such places and people in the march of Western conquest and imperialism? And 
how are such stereotypes, which traded upon measures of health and longevity, 
among other criteria, troubled and disrupted by the fact that many countries in East 
and Southeast Asia have had far fewer Covid deaths than the United States, France 
and Great Britain?

Fearnley’s work treats us to a more recent history in the preoccupation with 
pandemic origin stories; namely, post–Second World War efforts by the World 
Health Organization (WHO) to build a global surveillance system for pandemic 
influenza. The fact that Chinese scientists discovered and isolated a novel influenza 
virus strain in 1957 before WHO researchers is suggestive of how emerging infectious 
diseases played into Cold War fears and interests on both sides of the Iron Curtain, 
one that newly independent African states took advantage of in trying to secure 
resources for building biomedical research capacities. A scalar politics has been at 
play in research on the origins of influenza pandemics.8 Drawing upon the work 
of medical anthropologist Margaret Lock, Fearnley convincingly argues that the 
molecularisation of the environment has increasingly defined the nature of research 
on the ecology and evolution of viruses associated with emerging infectious diseases. 

7  Much has been written by medical historians, medical anthropologists and scholars in science and technology 
studies on the genealogy of global health security. See, for example, Carlo Caduff, The Pandemic Perhaps: Dramatic Events 
in a Public Culture of Danger (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2015), doi.org/10.1525/9780520959767; 
Mark Honigsbaum, The Pandemic Century: One Hundred Years of Panic, Hysteria, and Hubris (New York: W.W. Norton, 
2019); Andrew Lakoff, Unprepared: Global Health in a Time of Emergency (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 
2017), doi.org/10.1525/9780520968417.
8  On scalar politics, see Nicholas B. King, ‘The Scale Politics of Emerging Diseases’, in Landscapes of Exposure: 
Knowledge and Illness in Modern Environments, ed. Gregg Mitman, Michelle Murphy and Christopher Sellers 
(Osiris 19) (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 62–78, doi.org/10.1086/649394.
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His insights are critically important in shedding light on how a plethora of studies 
on disease ecology at a molecular scale—attentive to virus structures, antigenic shifts 
and phylogenetic relationships—has obscured how the global circulation of capital 
and industrial landscapes of agricultural production serve as the ecological theatre 
in which the evolutionary play of viral pathogenicity takes place.9 ‘Viral discovery 
tells us a lot about how viruses mutate and reassort’, notes Fearnley, ‘but not enough 
about the “mutations” and “reassortments” of livestock economics, rural urban-
ecosystems, and cultural practices’ that may be conducive to the spread of emerging 
infectious diseases.

Scalar politics, however, also figure into a ‘One Health’ paradigm, an approach 
advocated by groups such as the WHO, the One Health European Joint Programme, 
the US Agency for International Development (USAID) and other international 
partners to combat emerging infectious disease threats on a global scale by working 
across the sectors of human, animal and ecosystem health, and which Fearnley points 
to approvingly. One of USAID’s signature One Health’s projects was PREDICT, 
which sought to ‘uncover viruses with potential for zoonotic outbreaks before they 
become pandemic, with an underscored need to pay close attention to regions 
deemed hot spots, such as central and west Africa, and south and southeast Asia’.10

A disease ecology implicating landscape change and biodiversity loss in zoonotic 
emerging infectious diseases, a focal point of One Health initiatives, can be equally 
ignorant of enduring systems of structural violence, driven by circuits of global 
capital and empire, that shape livelihoods and patterns of morbidity and mortality 
in hotspots across the globe.11 This has been particularly true in spillover narratives 
constructed to explain the emergence of HIV/AIDS, Ebola and other zoonotic 
emerging infectious diseases in Africa. In their exploration of longue-durée histories 
of human–ape interactions in the northern equatorial rainforests of Central Africa, 
for example, Tamara Giles-Vernick and Stephanie Rupp question simplistic spillover 
narratives that underscore Central Africa ‘as a site of pathogen sharing, infectious 

9  I am borrowing here from G. Evelyn Hutchinson’s classic work, The Ecological Theater and the Evolutionary 
Play (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1965).
10  Amanda Carrozza, ‘PREDICT: A One Health Preventive Effort’. American Veterinarian, 22 February 2018, 
www.americanveterinarian.com/journals/amvet/2018/february2018/predict-a-one-health-preventive-effort, accessed 
27 September 2021.
11  For an approach to One Health that puts the inequalities of capitalism and structural violence front and centre, 
see Rob Wallace et al., ‘COVID-19 and Circuits of Capital’, Monthly Review, 1 May 2020, doi.org/ 10.14452/ MR-
072-01-2020-05_1; and Robert G. Wallace et al., ‘The Dawn of Structural One Health: A New Science Tracking 
Disease Emergence Along Circuits of Capital’, Social Science & Medicine 129 (2015): 68–77, doi.org/10.1016/j.
socscimed.2014.09.047. For recent humanistic and social scientific analyses of One Health, see Kevin Bardosh, One 
Health: Science, Politics, and Zoonotic Disease in Africa (London: Routledge, 2016), doi.org/ 10.4324/ 9781315659749; 
Hannah Brown and Alex M. Nading, ‘Introduction: Human Animal Health in Medical Anthropology’, Medical 
Anthropology 33 (2019): 5–23, doi.org/10.1111/maq.12488; Susan Craddock and Steve Hinchliffe, ‘One world, one 
health? Social science engagements with the one health agenda’, Social Science & Medicine 129 (2015): 1–4, doi.
org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2014.11.016; Stephen Hinchliffe, Lenore Manderson and Martin Moore, ‘Planetary healthy 
publics after COVID-19’, Lancet Planetary Health 5 (2021): e230–6, doi.org/10.1016/S2542-5196(21)00050-4.
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disease emergence and potential threat to global health security’ popularised by 
writers like David Quammen and Richard Preston.12 They challenge arguments that 
recent anthropogenic changes, including population pressure and migration, forest 
fragmentation and particularly bushmeat hunting, have disturbed the equilibrium 
of the rainforest, resulting in ever more frequent disease outbreaks; instead they 
look to the myths and oral histories of northern forest peoples, as well as early 
colonial records, to reveal a long and complex dynamic of human–ape interactions 
for resources and space. Without a serious concerted effort to explore the history 
of zoonotic diseases as both an outcome and potential driver of changing material, 
cultural and political–economic relations in a region across time, we risk making 
false assumptions about past human–wildlife interactions. These assumptions play 
into older equilibrium ideas in ecology beholden to an image of tropical rainforests as 
ecological Edens in need of protection by Western conservationists from the alleged 
destructive and unenlightened practices of local human inhabitants.13 As a case in 
point, primate conservationists in the 1990s played up ‘bushmeat’ as a causative 
factor in the spread of HIV/AIDS in Africa, despite scanty empirical evidence, in 
an attempt to curb hunting of chimpanzees, monkeys and other primate species 
in parts of Central and West Africa.

How can we begin to decouple the stigmatisation of people, places and animals 
inherent in spillover origin stories? Onaga seeks to do so by decentring the focus 
away from animals as vectors of disease. Instead, she offers an intriguing account of 
efforts by Japanese biotechnology companies to enrol silkworms in the development 
of diagnostic reagents and vaccines to combat Covid-19. Onaga’s description of 
the use of genetically engineered baculoviruses to aid the production of specific 
proteins in insects invites us to consider more broadly and deeply the economic, 
ethical and legal issues arising from animal–human relationships established 
through the industrial ecologies of vaccine production. What role have keystone 
species, such as chimpanzees, rhesus monkeys, chickens, cows and insects, played in 
the ecology and economy of vaccine manufacturing, resulting in what the medical 
anthropologist Lochlann Jain calls ‘The WetNet’? It is a term Jain has coined to 
describe ‘the  massive global infrastructure’, driven by virology research and the 
post–Second World War vaccine industry, ‘involving interspecies fluid exchanges on 
a scale nearly unimaginable to a lay reader’.14

12  Tamara Giles-Vernick and Stephanie Rupp, ‘People, Great Apes, Disease, and Global Health in the Northern 
Forests of Equatorial Africa’, in Global Health in Africa: Historical Perspectives on Disease Control, ed. Tamara Giles-
Vernick and James Webb (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 2013), 118.
13  See, for example, Laurie Garrett, The Coming Plague: Newly Emerging Diseases in a World Out of Balance (New 
York: Penguin 1995); Richard Preston, The Hot Zone: The Terrifying True Story of the Origins of the Ebola Virus (New 
York: Anchor, 1995); David Quammen, Spillover: Animal Infections and the Next Human Pandemic (New York: 
W.W. Norton, 2013).
14  Lochlann Jain, ‘The WetNet: What the Oral Polio Vaccine Hypothesis Exposes About Globalized Interspecies 
Fluid Bonds’, Medical Anthropology Quarterly 34 (2020): 505, doi.org/10.1111/maq.12587.

http://doi.org/10.1111/maq.12587
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It is doubtful whether stories of silkworms as human allies in the fight against 
Covid-19 can counter the pathologisation of animals and people common to acts 
of racial vilification and genocide witnessed over the course of human history. 
The association of lice, Jews and typhus by the Nazis during the Holocaust, or 
the labelling of Tutsis as ‘cockroaches’ by the ruling Hutu party in the Rwandan 
genocide are two horrific examples. Nevertheless, in her welcome and surprising 
account of human–insect relations, Onaga invites us to be attentive to the diverse, 
mutualistic and evolving relationships among animals and humans.

Together, the essays by Gross, Fearnley and Onaga offer a rich variety of 
methodological approaches, sources and questions to explore and open up an 
ever-unfolding world of animal–human relationships made possible by intellectual 
exchanges being forged across the arts, humanities, and natural and social sciences. 
The challenge, I believe, at the heart of such work, is how to remain attentive to 
questions of racial and social justice in a multispecies world.
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