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Epidemic Oversight: Emerging Infections and Rural Livelihoods in the Mekong 
 

Benjamin Hallam Hickler 
 
Abstract 
 
This thesis examines the practices and effects of participatory citizenship 
projects geared toward incorporating members of poor rural communities—
particularly women and ethnic minorities—into an emerging regional apparatus 
based on “community-based disease surveillance,” expanded veterinary 
extension services, and the promotion of “pro-poor,” market-oriented incentives 
for household and community management of animal diseases.  The dissertation 
focuses on transnational efforts to control emerging infections in the Greater 
Mekong Subregion (GMS), focusing on the particular predicaments of Cambodia 
and Laos.  Regional integration in the GMS since the 1990s has made trading 
partners out of ancient enemies, but it has also created a new set of problems 
related to food security, commercial and illicit livestock trade, ecological 
transformations, and emerging infections.  In particular, recent outbreaks of foot-
and-mouth disease (FMD) and the H5N1 strain of highly pathogenic avian 
influenza (HPAI-H5N1) in Southeast Asia have created a situation where the 
same types of animals promoted by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations (FAO) to alleviate poverty and increase food security in the region 
are now also viewed as biological reservoirs for intolerable threats to “global” 
human health and industry.  The project is based on multi-sited ethnographic 
fieldwork conducted between October 2006 and March 2009 with two groups of 
participants who have different relationships to animal disease control activities in 
the region: 1) professional experts working with FAO and its state and non-
governmental partners and 2) backyard farmers, livestock buyers, community 
leaders, and village animal health workers who have participated in FAO projects 
to control emerging infections.  Using ethnographic documentation of local 
dilemmas and comparative examples from different contexts (national as well as 
urban versus rural), the dissertation evaluates how transnational endeavors to 
control emerging infections are transforming institutional milieus, national 
regimes of health government, and political relations between citizens, 
communities, and the state in the region.  
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Introduction 

This thesis examines the recent history and contemporary stakes of 

human-animal transactions associated with food production, poverty alleviation, 

and controlling emerging infections in the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS).1  

Established in the early 1990s with the support of the Asian Development Bank, 

the purpose of the GMS was to facilitate better regional integration between the 

economies of Myanmar (Burma), Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic 

(Lao PDR or Laos), Thailand, Vietnam, and the Yunnan province of China, a 

province long neglected by the Chinese government for its remoteness and 

inaccessibility from the core of the country.  The intensification of regional 

investment and trade catalyzed by the harmonization of policy and the 

development of infrastructure has accelerated asymmetrical flows of plants, 

animals, minerals, people, and pathogens in the region, contributing to ecological 

integration as well as economic and demographic disparities.  The establishment 

of the GMS after the devastation of the Third Indochina War has made trading 

partners out of ancient enemies (whose conflicts, internal and between one 

another, got significantly more bloody as they were internationalized through the 

20th century),2 but it has also created a novel set of problems related to rural 

                                                 
1 The term “emerging infection” is defined in the World Organization for Animal 
Health (OIE) Terrestrial Animal Health Code as “a new infection resulting from 
the evolution or change of an existing pathogenic agent, a known infection 
spreading to a new geographic area or population, or a previously unrecognized 
pathogenic agent or disease diagnosed for the first time and which has a 
significant impact on animal or public health.”   
2 See Chanda 1986. 
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livelihoods, food security, illicit and commercial livestock trade, and emerging 

infections with “global” economic and public health implications.   

Despite rapid urbanization in recent decades, most people in the GMS live 

in rural communities that rely on agriculture for subsistence and income.  In this 

context, household-based production of livestock has been championed as part 

of a “Livestock Revolution” for improving rural food security and reducing poverty 

in mainland Southeast Asia (Delgado et al. 1999).  The idea envisions rural 

smallholders moving from subsistence to commercial livestock production in 

order to take advantage of rising prices associated with urbanization and 

changing dietary patterns in the region.   

The explosive growth of industrial livestock operations in several GMS 

countries since the 1990s has introduced a new set of problems related to 

emerging infections, trade politics, and the relationship between intensified 

Confined Animal Feeding Operations (CAFOs) and the traditional, extensive, 

free-range husbandry practices of rural smallholders.  Moreover, intensified 

poultry operations in the region have produced an exceptional new strain of 

highly pathogenic avian influenza with potentially catastrophic implications for 

global public health.  Before the rise of industrial livestock operations in the GMS, 

the goals of animal disease control and the biopolitical imperative to improve the 

health and productivity of national populations were seen as complimentary, if 

still often internationally neglected.  Over the last decade, outbreaks of emerging 

infections like Foot-and-Mouth Disease (FMD) and the H5N1 strain of Highly 

Pathogenic Avian Influenza (HPAI-H5N1) have significantly complicated projects 
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for rural development and poverty alleviation in the region.  This paper explores 

the crucible of problems and solutions as they evolve over time, sketching the 

contours of the elements of a stabilizing apparatus of participatory, community-

based disease surveillance and management.  This approach foregrounds the 

importance of animals as an instrument for governing human populations.  

International concern with FMD and HPAI-H5N1 has forced an 

uncomfortable linkage between problems of poverty reduction and biosecurity 

(animal disease control) in the Mekong, because both diseases affect a type of 

animal promoted in “pro-poor” livestock policies.  Since poultry require the lowest 

capital investment and have the shortest production cycle of any livestock 

species, the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) promotes 

household poultry production to deal with problems ranging from food security to 

alleviating gendered inequalities in access to nutrition, healthcare, and education.  

FAO likewise promotes the commercialization of grazing livestock—the type of 

animals susceptible to foot-and-mouth disease—as part of the livestock 

revolution to catalyze economic growth through regional trade, improve domestic 

food security, and reduce rural poverty by multiplying livestock-based household 

income opportunities.  Because of the national and transnational importance of 

the two types of animals they infect, FMD and HPAI-H5N1 put organizations like 

FAO and the World Organization for Animal Health (OIE) in an awkward position.  

They are called upon to produce evidence-based “technical recommendations” in 

order to guide actions in a context worse than uncertain; it is assumed that the 

greatest threat to the lives and livelihoods of poor farmers is not the direct effects 
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of these two animal diseases so much as the effects of measures taken to 

control them.   

International concern with emerging zoonotic infections in the GMS has 

forced a shotgun wedding between human, animal, and environmental sciences 

as well as their extended families of experts, norms, technologies, and 

institutions.  These in turn join the established assemblage of national and 

transnational actors associated with problems of nutritional security, poverty 

reduction, and economic development.  No matter how massive the infusion of 

capital and technical capacity to the region since HPAI-H5N1 emerged on the 

scene—and despite decades of calls for “interdisciplinarity in development”—

getting a dynamic population of organizations, institutions, and expert networks 

to “share (problem) turf” and work together is easier said than done, particularly 

when many of their differences are organized around the classic Division 

between humans and animals.  This predicament provided numerous illuminating 

ethnographic encounters with the clashes, compromises, and elisions of 

expertise.  I participated in and observed a variety of coordinating activities 

designed to bridge the human-animal divide and create relationships between 

previously disparate networks of experts and institutions, now seemingly forced 

to collaborate around a common set of problems and arsenal of solutions related 

to governing rural poverty, protecting commercial operations and national trade 

interests, and fighting emerging infections of “global” significance in the GMS. 

Admittedly, a regional focus poses a challenge for conventions of 

ethnographic research, but it is also largely determined by the nature and politics 
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of the primary object of contemporary concern with emerging infections in the 

region: so-called Transboundary Animal Diseases.  My early fieldwork was based 

out of the Emergency Centre for Transboundary Animal Diseases (ECTAD) at 

FAO’s Regional office for Asia and the Pacific in Bangkok.  The research with 

ECTAD led me to conclude that a novel apparatus with significant economic, 

material-semiotic, and perhaps even socio-political stakes was being designed 

and deployed in the Mekong, and in other parts of the world, particularly in 

response to the emergence and spread of the H5N1 strain of avian influenza.  

Much of this dissertation focuses on efforts to install elements for the community-

based management of emerging infections in Laos and Cambodia and shows 

how and why these efforts to “govern through community” (Rose 1999) not only 

take on a very different form than they do in the contexts for which Rose 

developed the concept, but they also take on remarkably different forms between 

the two countries.  

The fieldwork for this dissertation began in October 2006, shortly after the 

H5N1 virus reemerged in several Mekong countries and went panzootic, 

spreading for the first time to new parts of Europe, Africa, and Asia.  The timing 

of avian influenza events significantly shaped the course of fieldwork, and over 

time it became clear that the disease was rapidly changing the way governments 

and international organizations were engaging with problems of emerging 

infections.  In 2007 through early 2009, I became professionally involved in 

“participatory learning” projects associated with the community-based 

management of avian flu in Laos and Cambodia.  My eventual focus on and 
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involvement in practices of community-based disease control took me to a more 

dispersed set of sites than I anticipated in 2006.  Fieldwork included extended 

collaboration with organizations and individuals in Brisbane and Perth (Australia), 

Bangkok (Thailand), and Hanoi (Vietnam), as well as urban and rural field sites 

throughout Laos, Cambodia, and East Timor.  The resulting research interactions 

with members of rural and peri-urban communities as well as national elites and 

international experts provide contrasting perspectives for understanding how 

international concern with emerging infections is effectively transforming 

institutional milieus, national regimes of health government, and political relations 

between citizens, communities, and states in the GMS. 

The first two chapters of this dissertation provide a historical and 

ecological orientation to the politics of animal health and more recent 

international efforts to support veterinary extension services in the countries of 

the Greater Mekong.  The first chapter provides a brief overview of the complex 

ecology and economic disparities of the GMS within the context of a longer 

history of events of human-animal involvement, highlighting recent developments 

associated with food production.  I explore how and why recent concern with 

emerging infections has created an uncomfortable and often irresolvable tension 

between problems of rural poverty alleviation and global public health.  I describe 

the incommensurable “geographies of blame” (cf. Farmer 1992) associated with 

(and even between) FMD and HPAI-H5N1, and what they reveal about 

contemporary entanglements between transnational, state, and industrial actors 
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in the unfolding conflict between rural livelihoods, national development 

strategies, and commercial operations in mainland Southeast Asia.   

Avian flu and foot-and-mouth disease illustrate ECTAD’s position that the 

GMS comprises an integrated ecosystem of flows of money, animals, people, 

and pathogens, regardless of the centuries of ethnic chauvinism and conflict that 

divide its nations.  Animal diseases have provided a biological impetus for 

political cooperation between the governments of the GMS, though 

disagreements remain about border responsibilities, information sharing, 

vaccination practices, and trade policy harmonization.  Most significantly, 

intensification of livestock production has been an important element in national 

development strategies for Thailand, China, and (more recently) Vietnam.  

Though experts have established that highly intensified commercial farms are 

probably the most important source of recent outbreaks, and are indeed the sort 

of laboratories in which highly pathogenic influenza strains are produced in the 

first place, the majority of international focus in the Mekong has been on rural 

smallholders and free-range livestock, which are seen as reservoirs for the low-

level circulation of difficult-to-detect viruses.  Cambodia and Lao PDR are 

considered of particular concern since the vast majority of livestock production 

occurs at the household level with little or no biosecurity (animal disease control) 

measures (Abila and Foreman 2007).   

The first chapter provides an orientation to the Greater Mekong Subregion 

(GMS).  It situates contemporary concern with emerging infections in two 

countries, Cambodia and Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Laos), within recent 
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regional history and a broader political ecology, particularly since joining the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in the early 1990s.  The 

political ecological context also includes infamously porous borders, neighboring 

countries with “vertically integrated” livestock operations,3 as well as ongoing 

transnational efforts to promote household livestock production and care as a 

vehicle for rural development.  Animal disease control efforts in Cambodia and 

Lao PDR cannot properly be understood without grasping something of the 

political, ecological, demographic, and economic dynamics of the region.  The 

first chapter provides a quick overview of how the avian influenza epidemic was 

handled in Thailand and Vietnam in order to understand why I eventually became 

involved in a very different set of disease control activities in Cambodia and 

Laos.  The chapter explains the particular importance of the GMS, not only for 

producing highly pathogenic strains of influenza, but also for serving as a 

laboratory for putting untested ideas to work in unprecedented conditions, 

ultimately contributing to a novel new “global framework” for managing emerging 

infections, One World, One Health.TM 4 

                                                 
3 Vertical integration exemplifies what I call “anti-market” practices, in which 
elements of market-chains are shortened or cut out via integration (Braudel 1973, 
De Landa 1997).  For example, vertical integration entails incorporating 
production with slaughtering, preparation, and packaging, thus shortening the 
chain by cutting out markets such as “wet markets,” where slaughter is done to 
order, usually of poultry produced in extensive, household-based systems rather 
than the battery cages of commercial CAFOs. 
4 The title page of the document, Contributing to One World, One Health*: A 
Strategic Framework for Reducing Risks of Infectious Diseases at the Animal-
Human-Ecosystem Interface,  jointly produced by FAO, OIE, WHO, UNICEF, UN 
System Influenza Coordination (UNSIC), and the World Bank (October 14, 2008), 
explains:  “The ‘One World, One Health’ concept, which establishes a more 
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I approach the comparative challenge of how transnational processes and 

regional biosecurity arrangements are transforming national regimes of health 

government in the GMS by contrasting the cases of Laos and Cambodia.  The 

two countries have very different national and state (institutional) histories, 

particularly in terms of the political incorporation of ethnic minorities.  On the 

other hand, both countries share the contemporary burden of being wedged 

between more wealthy and populous neighbors with long histories of ethnic 

antagonism and imperial encroachment.  My interviews in Vietnam and Thailand 

were limited to state officials, employees of FAO and partner organizations, and 

commercial livestock operations so I decided to focus here on how avian 

influenza and foot-and-mouth disease are rendered as distinctly “regional” 

problems.  In Laos and Cambodia I was able to go out and talk to community 

leaders, village animal health workers, animal traders, and a variety of 

smallholder farmers in rural areas who have participated in FAO projects to 

control avian flu and foot-and-mouth disease.  This empirical material from rural 

areas provides a different vantage for evaluating regional developments and 

tracking how the lives of people and their animals are bound together in 

gendered and (anti-) nationalist terms, especially through participatory efforts to 

govern the interlinked problems of poverty and emerging infections.   

                                                                                                                                                 
interdisciplinary and cross-sectoral approach to preventing epidemic or epizootic 
disease and for maintaining ecosystem integrity, is a trademark of the Wildlife 
Conservation Society.”  See the OWOH Framework at: 
ftp://ftp.fao.org/docrep/fao/011/aj137e/aj137e00.pdf (12/3/09). 
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Chapter Two analyzes how the dynamics of recent emerging infections 

have outmoded territorial, state-centered forms of disease surveillance and 

control in the Mekong.  It traces how previous elements and perhaps even 

ideologies of “development” and “participation” are being retooled to address new 

problems of populational governance that have emerged in a recently war-torn 

region since the “third epidemiological transition” to emerging and reemerging 

infections (Barrett et al. 1998).  Chapter Three continues by showing how these 

transnational projects to move beyond “raising awareness” to installing elements 

of “community-based disease management” entail new sorts of citizenship 

projects, which have created novel practical and institutional arrangements as 

well as new sorts of political and ethical subjectivity.  In particular, efforts to 

control avian influenza in free-range rural poultry require going beyond 

conventional veterinary and public health extension networks to enrolling and 

training the sensibilities of rural populations for the community-based 

management of disease.  These projects to govern through community have 

made familiar anthropological (and, not incidentally, “developmental”) terms like 

gender, kinship, culture, households, markets, and communities into objects of 

knowledge and targets for intervention and reform in the region.   

The invention and deployment of “community-based disease control” is 

significant for several reasons.  Perhaps most importantly, the trade and health 

implications of avian influenza have seemingly forced organizations and 

governments to reach beyond the traditional top-down, male- and ethnic-majority 

dominated patronage networks conventionally utilized in veterinary extension 
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services.  Moreover, efforts to govern backyard farms with small livestock 

holdings (smallholders) are also bundled with literally exotic ideas about the 

causes of human and animal illness as well as who bears moral responsibility for 

the well-being of the family and community.   

Illustrating the problematic linkage between avian flu control and poverty 

reduction, women and children are now at the forefront of efforts both to prevent 

human transmission of H5N1 as well as to mitigate the adverse consequences of 

animal disease eradication efforts on rural communities and children.  The 

analysis of gender relations is now considered crucial for the study of agro-

economic characteristics, since access to, control of, and benefits from resources 

are understood to be based on social relations between men and women in the 

household and community.  FAO employs experts to analyze the gendered 

dynamics between household members, animals, resources, market chains, 

biological materials, and food preparation activities, both when identifying risk-

factors as sites for behavioral intervention and when evaluating the adverse 

impact of disease control measures on families.   

To put it crudely, previous animal diseases of international concern (i.e., 

deemed worthy of international investment) like FMD and Classical Swine Fever 

(CSF) affect animals that are conventionally under the economic control of men 

in the Mekong region.  Efforts to control these diseases have typically deployed 

veterinary extension services that work though male-dominated, top-down state 

channels and traditional patronage networks.  In contrast, the focus on poultry 

and poultry products has placed women and children at the forefront of efforts to 
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develop a regional apparatus for the community-based management of avian 

influenza.  This effort to “govern through community” requires pioneering new 

strategies and “participatory” mechanisms for communicating with members of 

populations that have traditionally been excluded from state-linked patronage 

networks, particularly women and ethnic minorities.  At the same time, projects 

for the community-based management of disease draw on and construct ideas 

about gender roles, ethnicity, culture, and community that are anything but 

pioneering. 

In order to evaluate the actual effects of participatory moves to enroll 

communities in the management of emerging infections, FAO’s work in the 

region is best situated within larger shifts in the overall rationality with which 

international financial institutions approach the problem of “development,” 

including a shift from neoliberal faith in global capital markets and state 

downsizing to the current emphasis on “capable states,” good governance, liberal 

institution building, and community partnerships.  The rub, of course, is that 

delivering on promises of community participation and accountability is hardly 

straightforward in the absence of functioning civil societies, and working to build 

capable and sustainable liberal institutions could well have anti-democratic 

consequences, at least in the single-party states of the Mekong.  The final two 

chapters of the dissertation explore the “blind-spots” of epidemic oversight, the 

difference between what community members said was important about their 

animals, livelihoods, and health and what international experts and ministry 

officials considered relevant to the problem of community-based disease control.   



13 

 

Despite what I thought the thesis would be about when I set out for 

fieldwork, these chapters follow the lead of community participants by linking the 

discussion of animal health and rural livelihoods to what has been described as 

an “epidemic” in the GMS of land dispossession, organized violence against 

smallholders, labor and resource exploitation, and enclosure of what was once 

considered “the commons.”  I conclude the dissertation with extended reflections 

on excerpts from two of my final interviews in Bangkok.  One is with Annu 

Lehtinen, a remarkable woman who was intimately involved in the creation of the 

UN System Influenza Coordination unit (UNSIC) based on work starting as the 

UN Resident Coordinator in Laos.  The other is based on my final interview with 

the current director of FAO-ECTAD, a remarkable man who was a primary 

architect of two highly influential documents: the older Global Framework for the 

Progressive Control of Transboundary Animal Diseases (GF-TADs) and an 

extraordinary new document meant to address some of the failures of epidemic 

oversight—thus ensuring more epidemic oversight—One World, One Health.     

 
Humans-via-Animals 

Following Donna Haraway’s, Sarah Franklin’s, and many others’ calls to 

rethink the concept of domestication in anthropology in order to attend to how 

people are becoming human-via-animals, I approach efforts to govern the 

interlinked problems of rural poverty and emerging infections in the Mekong as a 

significant site where not only gender and ethnicity are in the making, but where 

people are also becoming citizens-via-animals in particular ways.  My fieldwork 
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with FAO and its state and non-governmental partners seems to have coincided 

with a renewed academic interest in the role of animal domestication in human 

history, not to mention contemporary affective and bio-industrial entanglements 

(Cassidy and Mullin 2007; Crosby 2004; Franklin 2007; Haraway 2008; Leach 

2003).  This renewed attention calls for an inversion of common sense regarding 

domestication as a form of human biological control over plants and animals by 

pointing out that the process goes both ways; agriculture and animal husbandry 

have been responsible for some of the most drastic social and environmental 

changes in human history.   

As some scholars might put it, diseases like foot-and-mouth disease and 

avian influenza exemplify the fact that human history has always included other 

“agents” or “actants”—subjects of history from the bovine to the microscopic—

that pose problems as they simultaneously incite and escape control.5  Without 

returning to an old materialism, this dissertation pushes for a renewed sense of 

how domestication and industrialization processes shape social and biological 

histories in ways that are not conceptually available to analyses that treat 

domestication as a form of cultural control over nature/animals. The thesis asks: 

In what specific ways are people becoming “human-via-animal” in regional 

                                                 
5 Conscious use of the language of “agency” by some scholars caused a bit of a 
tempest that started in—but did not remain confined to—the teapot of Science 
and Technology Studies.  For example, in his analysis of efforts to cultivate 
scallops in St. Brieuc Bay, France, first published in 1986, Callon denotes the 
scallop as an actor or an agent in a network entangling scientists and fishermen 
(Callon 1999).  Collins and Yearley (1992) and others have argued that the 
metaphor of non-human agency risks reinscribing a sort of positivistism by giving 
the natural world the last word in determining scientific fact. 
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transactions to control and prevent emerging infections?  How have animals and 

their diseases come to play such an important role in the micro-politics of 

governing populations, the macro-politics of trade, and what are the stakes for 

every body, human and animal, involved? 

The dissertation also approaches international concern with emerging 

infections through Foucault’s heuristic frame of “governmentality,” which 

continues to be employed by scholars in diverse but often otherwise disparate 

sites and disciplines.   Through this perspective, the rubrics that have come to 

define “liberalism”—public and private, authority and freedom, state and civil 

society—do not appear as the foundation for thinking the truths of an 

emancipatory politics, but rather as a set of operationalized distinctions that 

projects for “the conduct of conduct” operate through and across.  Foucault’s 

insistence on attending to power relations and assemblages of institutions and 

techniques beyond the sovereignty of the state makes the concept especially 

useful for examining a subject like regional efforts to govern emerging infections 

in the Mekong, which involves all sorts of non-state, transnational and non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) in projects for “the conduct of conduct” (see 

Ferguson and Gupta 2002 on the idea of “transnational governmentality”).  But 

as many have remarked, concerns about the decline of state sovereignty in the 

age of globalization may be overblown, indicating a more careful analysis of 

“trends” is needed.  The state remains an important actor and instrument of 
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regional governmentality, at least when it comes to managing emerging 

infectious diseases (EID) in the Mekong.6 

The concept of governmentality has set many scholars in motion across 

disciplines because it is not a theory or a thing, but rather a heuristic perspective 

that poses a set of questions as old as the Socratic injunction to “take care of 

oneself.”  Who or what is to be governed, to which ends, and how?  What 

information is required to act and what work on the governors and the governed 

is required?  Rabinow has called for moving beyond Foucault’s Histories of the 

Present to designing concepts appropriate for what he calls an Anthropology of 

the Contemporary (Rabinow 2008; Rabinow and Marcus et al. 2008).  Following 

this approach, the concept of governmentality is not so much a historical event to 

be individuated, described, and evaluated, but also “a perspective” (Rose 

1999:21) that poses an indefinite series of questions useful for an anthropology 

of the contemporary, “to start by asking what authorities of various sorts wanted 

to happen, in relation to problems defined how, in pursuit of what objectives, 

through what strategies and techniques” (1999:20).  Of course, starting with 

these questions can only provide an orientation for inquiry; it is not an end in 

itself.  

While acknowledging the utility of the concept of governmentality, many 

scholars have pointed out that Foucault’s historical development of the concept 

                                                 
6 The newest Three Letter Acronym (TLA) I have come across for emerging 
infections is in the context of my new job on a USAID-funded project explicitly 
addressed to Emerging Pandemic Threats (EPT).  The newly started, five-year 
EPT project explicitly operates within the framework of One World/One Health. 
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was decidedly Eurocentric.  The concept of governmentality has been enriched 

by scholars who have shown how things play out quite differently when colonial 

practices are foregrounded in the analysis (e.g., Mitchell 2002, Li 2007, Scott 

1995).  Others have joined the further provincializing of Europe and shown how 

Foucault misses the historical importance of colonial arrangements in constituting 

key elements of European modernity, including ideas about race and sexuality 

(Stoler 2002).  Nevertheless, and perhaps especially within “post-colonial” 

problem spaces, the concept of governmentality remains used and useful in 

particular ways.   

That said, many anthropologists have insisted that the application of the 

concept must go beyond the “forms of practical knowledge, with modes of 

perception, practices of calculation, vocabularies, types of authority, forms of 

judgment, architectural forms, human capacities, non-human objects and 

devices, inscription techniques and so forth, traversed and transected by 

aspirations to achieve certain outcomes in terms of the conduct of the governed” 

(Rose 1999:52), to also attend to what Foucault (2003a:254) famously called the 

“witches’ brew,” stirred up by the inevitable compromises of projects, the elisions 

and myopias of expertise, and the unintended consequences of governmental 

interventions, which can range from comical to catastrophic.  In order to do this, 

we must follow Tanya Murray Li’s rejection of the false distinction between “the 

program” and “the world,” in order “to argue that programs, and the messy 

consequences of programs, are equally real, and both merit attention” (Li 

2007:28).   
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Another analytical challenge in this research was to find social scientific 

concepts appropriate to analyzing development practices that have already 

institutionally incorporated many of the insights of past social scientific critiques—

indicating possible infection with epidemic oversight.  What could social scientific 

tools and concepts reveal about governmental practices that increasingly 

incorporate audit routines, including aspects of social scientific critique, as a 

matter of course?  Nowadays, development practices and critiques feed off one 

another in an ongoing co-production of action and audit (cf. Strathern 2000).  

Critique and intervention are two sides of a productive (and often infectious) 

concatenating chain, and critique has in many ways become part of the way 

scientific authority/expertise has internalized the uncertainties that come with 

intervening in systems and situations that are far from equilibrium.  This thesis 

does not attempt to set itself outside of the chain of intervention and audit, but 

rather participates in it while sustaining an engagement with the question less of 

“how to achieve success over failure,” but rather to ask the question: how are 

things changing because of the particular kinds of engagements that are now 

taking place?  And how do people do the work of transforming mistakes into 

errors, opening the possibility of (and often begging for) intervention and reform? 

A final objective of this dissertation is to use the empirical terrain of efforts 

to control emerging infections in the Mekong in order to design concepts that are 

appropriate to the non-linear, non-equilibrium dynamics of the region.  Many 

sciences have been seduced by the elegance of linear logic and equilibrium 

models, resulting in familiar figures like “society,” “cultures,” “the market,” and 
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even, indirectly, homo economicus.  Classic examples range from Durkheim’s 

sociology or decades of British social anthropology.  Their solutions to the 

problem—whether it was the problem of solidarity or the question of the 

persistence of structures over time—both started from the top, with an entity like 

“society,” and analytically worked from there.   

This thesis asserts that analysis cannot begin with entities like “society,” 

“capitalism,” or “the market” and then explain their composition, functions, or 

effects.  The process of inquiry must be “bottom up,” which is to say it starts 

amidst a dynamic population of problems, elements, actors, and institutions, and 

is attuned to events of significance, for example moments of sorting and 

sedimentation or articulation and disarticulation, fractures in common sense 

leading to “problematizations,” or events of (re-)emergence or combinatorial 

innovation with emergent properties irreducible to the sum of their parts.  

Foucault’s work on governmentality was, among other things, a critique of a 

common presupposition in philosophy and social sciences that viewed power as 

juridically embodied in the institutions of the state, or as simply employing a 

juridical model of power that necessarily leaves many practices and events out of 

view, in what might be called the blind spots of the model.   

Among other things, Foucault was critical of analyses that explained 

power by starting from “the top,” therefore presupposing precisely what needs 

explaining.  Miller and Rose offer a nice summary of how Latour’s “bottom-up” 

approach might contribute to an analytics of power: “Rather than considering 

power as the explanation of the success of authorities in composing a network of 
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forces, Latour proposes a view of power as an effect of such a composition 

[Latour 1986, 1987].  A powerful actor, agent or institution is one that, in the 

particular circumstances obtaining at a given moment, is able successfully to 

enroll and mobilize persons, procedures and artifacts in the pursuit of its goals.  

Powers are stabilized in lasting networks only to the extent that the mechanisms 

of enrolment are materialized in various more or less persistent forms—

machines, architecture, inscriptions, school curricula, books, obligations, 

techniques for documenting and calculating, and so forth.  These stabilize 

networks partly because they act as potent resources in the local composition of 

forces.  […]  ‘Power' is the outcome of the affiliation of persons, spaces, 

communications and inscriptions into a durable form” (Miller and Rose 2008).  

This dissertation takes such a view of power as not that which explains the ability 

of actors—from the microscopic to the institutional—to makes things happen, but 

as history in the making.  Taking it as such is the best grounds for making 

history, since no species does so in conditions of its own choosing.   

 

 

 

 



21 

 

Chapter One 

Emerging Infections and Geographies of Blame in the Mekong 

Our beleaguered team arrived in Siem Reap, Cambodia, in the middle of 

the rainy season, August 2007.  We had spent most of the previous two weeks in 

a cramped sports utility vehicle filled with myself, the consulting Anthropologist 

for our “participatory learning project;” Mouyry and Virith, two experienced FAO 

trainers for veterinary extension workers who also worked as interpreters for the 

project; a Basque filmmaker who was documenting our endeavors; and of 

course, Mr. T, one of several exceptional FAO drivers who made sure we got 

through the inevitable if occasional ordeal more or less intact.  Our team had 

spent the previous weeks traversing some of the more densely populated rural 

areas of the country, talking with community members, livestock distributors and 

vendors, and investigating smallholder husbandry practices and a handful of 

small commercial poultry farms.  Our expedition to this point mainly focused on 

the flat, wet plains fed by the Mekong River (sometimes called Tonlé Thom, 

"great river").  We had already visited communities in the delta region east of 

Phnom Penh, near the border with Vietnam; the hilly Western provinces along 

the border with Thailand; and the populous floodplain along the western side of 

the Tonlé Sap, including Kampong Cham province, where there had been fatal 

human and poultry cases of H5N1 just weeks prior to our arrival.   

When we finally circled north around the top of the Tonlé Sap and settled 

in for dinner on the outskirts of Siem Reap, I was pleasantly surprised to receive 

a large breast of mostly boneless white meat with my meal, the sort of chicken I 
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grew up eating in the United States.  To be fair, we often ate embarrassingly well 

at the insistence of village chiefs in every community we visited.  Skinny, colorful, 

locally bred chickens were usually prepared and served at these meals.  While I 

enjoyed the rich flavor of the local chicken, I was not used to sucking lean scraps 

of meat from bone and gristle and then politely spitting the inedible bits on the 

floor like everybody else.  It simply seemed like a lot of work for a small amount 

of meat.  When my dinner arrived that first night in Siem Reap I enthusiastically 

offered to share the plump breast meat with my colleagues.  “Look, it is so tender 

and juicy!  And no bones!  Here, take some.” 

Mouyry, Virith, and Mr. T simultaneously wrinkled their nose at the offer.  

“That is a broiler chicken from Thailand!  We do not like this chicken; it is too soft.  

Khmer chicken is tough!  It tastes better and it is healthier.”  Speaking in heartfelt 

nationalist idioms, Mouyry went on to describe why “Khmer chicken” were strong 

and tough, like the people of Cambodia.  Khmer chicken were not only better to 

breed, but were healthier to eat.  “See, they are many different colors and 

shapes; there are more different kinds of birds.  Thai broilers are all the same; 

they are bigger and cheaper, but they are weak and unhealthy.  They live only on 

drugs, I think, and commercial feed.  I heard they cannot move even to use the 

bathroom, and they never see sunlight their entire lives.  How could they be 

healthy?  They are fat, but they are not good to eat.”   

Mouyry and Virith could catalogue an extensive list of more desirable local 

“Khmer” chicken breeds, including skouy, sampeov, kragnas, as well as duck 

breeds like tear angkam, tear sampeov, and tear kappa (Muscovy duck).  These 
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breeds were considered more desirable than the cheaper imports of industrially 

produced broilers and eggs that dominate supermarket shelves and restaurant 

menus in urban centers in Cambodia and other parts of Southeast Asia.  Virith 

lamented, “Still, even though we prefer the Khmer village chicken, when we are 

home in Phnom Penh we can usually only afford to eat the Thai and Chinese 

broilers since they are cheaper.”  Many months later, during a similar project in 

Timor-Leste (East Timor) in late 2008, my colleagues all expressed a similar 

preference for a variety of local breeds, even as they complained that they could 

often not afford them compared to industrially produced poultry meat shipped 

frozen from Brazil and available in the capitol city, Dili.  This strong preference for 

indigenous chicken breeds was widespread throughout the countries of the GMS 

(and down the Indonesian archipelago), even as industrially produced poultry 

products continue to flood urban markets with cheap animal protein.   

To my surprise, Mouyry, Virith, and Mr. T went on to repeat some of the 

arguments that many participants in rural communities had been making in the 

previous few weeks.  Interestingly, at the outset of the project, while we were all 

meeting with FAO Emergency Program staff and Ministry officials, many of these 

same arguments were cast as “erroneous beliefs” that our team should set out to 

find ways to correct.  Before heading into the field, I was given a fistful of 

documents including a Knowledge, Attitudes, and Practices (KAP) conducted by 

the Institut Pasteur du Cambodge (2007) that found widespread continuation of 

“high-risk behaviors” despite documented general awareness in much of 

Cambodia that there was a new disease in poultry that could make people sick, 
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called pdash sai back sey.7  We found that most people viewed pdash sai back 

sey as something that affects poultry far away, usually from other countries like 

Thailand and Vietnam.  Most Cambodians did not perceive poultry bought from 

local markets, or raised and fed in their community as being at risk of avian 

influenza.  Part of the reason for touring the country was to help be sure that 

people knew the threat of disease was real; HPAI is most likely circulating in local 

poultry and Cambodians are still at risk of infection of H5N1. 

 
Dan kor kach meets pdash sai back sey 

“…chickens always die of dan kor kach this time of year.  I have never 
seen pdash sai back sey.” 
 
In our discussions with community members, we found that frequent 

expressions of generalized fears and anxieties about pdash sai back sey (avian 

influenza) were totally disconnected from whether and to what degree people 

perceived themselves, their flocks, or their communities to be at risk of the 

disease.  The following quote from a Khmer mother in Takeo province 

exemplifies a common sentiment: 

                                                 
7 The official name used by the Department of Animal Health and Production 
(DAHP) is Chom Nger Pdash Sai Back Sey.  Chom Nger means “disease,” 
Pdash Sai means “influenza,” and Back Sey means “bird.” 
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We listen to the TV and radio, we believe in pdash sai back sey and we 
are afraid.  But we do not want to throw the chickens away when they are 
big. We buried the small ones. I cooked the dead chickens, and I did not 
take precautions. Because we never buy chickens from the markets. The 
chickens are hatched right here in this village. […] I only feed my chickens 
with rice from my household. So the chickens will not have pdash sai back 
sey. 

 
Indeed, among communities that have not experienced an outbreak, there was a 

general sense that pdash sai back sey was something that happens “over there 

[in a neighboring country]” or “far away” and is not likely to affect the local 

community.   

In fact, many of the behaviors that the experts found so frustrating during 

our conversations in Phnom Penh cannot be understood without learning 

something of the local taxonomies and explanatory models used to make sense 

of recurring, seasonal poultry disease throughout the GMS.  Cambodian 

backyard farmers do not have an elaborate taxonomy of poultry diseases, as 

they do for other domestic livestock like pigs, goats, buffalo, and cattle.  

Participants generally used a single term, dan kor kach (or variations like dan kor 

rech, depending on the region) to cover a variety of serious illnesses that affect 

their chickens (Hickler 2007).  We found a similar pattern in our group 

discussions with communities in Lao PDR and Timor-Leste (Hickler 2008); 

households in poor, rural areas throughout the world are used to their poultry 

dying, particularly during certain times of year (Alders and Bagnol 2007).   

Everywhere people keep household poultry, there are undoubtedly terms 

and ideas—including explanatory models and hierarchies of resort (Kleinman 
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1980)—about outbreaks of disease that periodically sicken and kill poultry.  

Pdash sai back sey is one of many new terms associated with HPAI being 

injected8 into local milieus across the affected world.  The new poultry disease 

terminology comes bundled with an elaborate (and fragile and sticky, more or 

less prone to recombination) set of ideas about etiology, moral responsibility, and 

treatment—not unlike the moral packages that Pigg (2001) shows get bundled 

with the science and technology of HIV prevention in Nepal.  Sociological 

surveys in Cambodia reveal an extraordinary range of odd beliefs regarding 

pdash sai back sey, some indicating that key ideas from other public health 

awareness campaigns have become combined with the ideas supposed to be 

bundled with pdash sai back sey.  In our group discussions, one female 

participant thought that breastfeeding could protect a child from avian influenza.  

In another conversation over a game of pool, one male joked that you can only 

                                                 
8 In footnote 138, De Landa (1997:312) points out that organization theorists (and 
not just Foucault 1995) have used the vocabulary of epidemics to create abstract 
designs that describe some of the ways routines and norms may spread 
contagiously through an ecology or population of institutions.  Barbara Levitt and 
James March (1995:25) distinguish between three models, respectively called 
coercive, mimetic, and normative: “The first is the diffusion involving a single 
source broadcasting a disease to a population of potential, but not necessarily 
equally vulnerable, victims.  Organizational examples include rules promulgated 
by governmental agencies, trained associations, professional associations, and 
unions.  The second process is diffusion involving the spread of a disease 
through contact between a member of the population who is infected and one 
who is not, sometimes mediated by a host carrier.  Organizational examples 
include routines diffused by contacts among organizations, by consultants, and 
by the movement of personnel.  The third process is two-stage diffusion involving 
the spread of a disease within a small group by contagion, and then by broadcast 
from them to the remainder of the population.  Organizational examples include 
routines communicated through formal and informal educational institutions, 
experts, and trade and popular publications.”   
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get pdash sai back sey by having sex with a chicken…“without a condom!”  The 

joke went over well, but it was also a comment about the proliferation of health 

messages (broadcast through billboards, TV, radio, posters, newspapers, etc.) in 

Cambodia in 2007.  The abstract design of “non-linear combinatorics” as outlined 

by De Landa (2003) and exemplified by the extraordinary biology of RNA-viruses, 

provides another useful diagram for thinking about how linguistic and normative 

material can interact and produce novel combinations without resorting to classic 

linear models of cultural diffusionism.9    

The unfortunate fact that the symptoms of other diseases that commonly 

affect smallholders’ poultry (particularly Newcastle Disease) are similar to the 

symptoms of HPAI makes the matter of communicating with “target” communities 

in countries affected by HPAI quite complicated. In Cambodia, at least until the 

introduction of the specter of pdash sai back sey, most serious illness in poultry 

was lumped under a variant of the Khmer term, dan kor kach.  Dan kor kach is 

universally reviled for decimating household assets and investments, but it is also 

considered part of natural seasonal cycles, ordinary, not worthy of more than a 

casual mention, and in no way a threat to human health.  “In fact,” a veterinarian 

explained to me, “humans can occasionally get infected by Newcastle Disease 

virus, but it is really no more harmful than pink eye—maybe as infectious.”  As 

with normal seasonal human influenza, the relative innocuousness of the RNA 

                                                 
9 The abstract model of non-linear combinatorics also involves a classic model in 
Anthropology: the idea of culture as “stuff,” of terms and norms and routines as a 
kind of material subject not only to diffusion, but also sorting, sedimentation, 
bifurcation, disruption, and combinatorial innovation. 



28 

 

virus is an outcome of the long history of human biological intimacy with poultry.  

The emergence of super-strains of influenza in the 20th century is an indication 

that something fundamental about that human-animal relationship has changed.  

 
“I never eat dead chicken.  Unless of course the body is still warm.” 

The continuing widespread practice of consuming sick and dead poultry in 

rural communities after extensive efforts to discourage the practice in the GMS 

was a source of frustration for the experts working with the Emergency Avian 

Influenza Program based in Phnom Penh.  After talking with communities it 

became clear why the practice would probably persist despite millions of dollars 

devoted to “raising awareness” about the associated dangers.  First and 

foremost, the loss of a chicken or duck is much more than the loss of a meal; the 

value of healthy poultry exceeds its value as food.  All respondents agreed with 

the basic sentiment: “We would rather sell our poultry than eat it.  If we sell it we 

can buy food for three days.  Or we can have money for other things like cooking 

oil, gasoline, medicine, or school fees.  We may also need our poultry for the 

festivals, entertaining relatives on special occasions when the cost of purchasing 

livestock is much higher.  If we simply eat our poultry, we get nothing but a meal 

for a day.”  In this context, a chicken or duck that is sick or has died has lost most 

of its value as a fungible asset; its only remaining value is as food.  In 

communities where many people have trouble meeting basic nutritional 

requirements, to bury dead poultry or throw it away rather than eat it or give it to 
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a family member or neighbor in need is quite reasonably regarded as an 

unconscionable waste. 

When chickens are sick we prepare them for our meat before they die. If 
we cannot eat them all or cannot sell them, we eat [the dead ones] the 
next day. In regard to information about pdash sai back sey, some 
organizations showed the film in our village and provided us posters 
containing information about pdash sai back sey.  We believe in pdash sai 
back sey.  But we still eat because it is the habit of our people, because 
when we eat sick or dead chickens, nothing happens. We can’t sell it, but 
we are hungry. We raise chickens on our land, at our home, and we never 
buy commercial food for them. If we see someone eat sick or dead 
chicken and then they get sick or die, then we will stop eating them. 

 
The approach we used to structure the order of questions in Cambodia 

was used again in Laos and East Timor; interview instruments were 

collaboratively developed and then arranged such that the “local” term for HPAI 

(Khmer: pdash sai back sey) was not mentioned until the last section of 

questions.  Even birds were not discussed until we talked about where other 

livestock fit into the daily lives of various members of a household.  This 

technique yielded an important observation.  When asked whether anyone had 

poultry that died since the last Khmer New Year (April), most participants said 

‘yes’ and many said that significant portions of their flocks died in short periods of 

time.  In virtually all cases, this poultry mortality was described in terms of dan 

kor kach, not only for die-offs at the beginning of the wet season but for year-

round episodes of poultry sickness and death.  So while “awareness” of pdash 

sai back sey bordered on ubiquitous in lowland Cambodia, when people told 

stories about what was happening with their poultry in the recent past it was 
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generally understood in terms of dan kor kach, whether it happened last April or 

last week. 

Chickens usually die between March and April so I know it is not pdash sai 
back sey because if it is they would not only die during this time, they 
would not only die just once a year.  Chickens always die when it very hot.  
I will eat the poultry if it dies during the start of the rains since our chickens 
always die of dan kor kach this time of year.  I have never seen pdash sai 
back sey. 
 

People felt safe eating poultry during the seasons when there are normally large 

die-offs.  The widespread acceptance of periodic poultry die-offs among 

smallholder farmers throughout all of Southeast Asia is a fact of life and HPAI 

campaigns are introducing a whole new exotic set of beliefs and values that 

people are free to modify and ignore.  As one female participant put it:  

We were told to report to the village chief, but we did not tell him. We just 
threw them away when the poultry died. Chickens always die after the rain 
falls and the heat is coming out of the ground. There is no pdash sai back 
sey here. Chickens die here as they always have. 
 

Importantly, many groups reported other times of natural die-offs (understood as 

dan kor kach) that could just as well occur at any other time of year.  The period 

of October to December was commonly mentioned, but just about every month 

came up at least once.   Based on generations of experience, poultry mortality 

from dan kor kach is considered natural, safe for eating, and not worth reporting.   
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Explanatory models, markets, and “anti-markets” 

When I asked rural farmers why poultry die, every person I talked to from 

the highlands of northeast Cambodia to the outskirts of Vientiane down the 

Indonesian archipelago to the coasts of East Timor all cited seasonal 

environmental changes (the sun, the heat, the rains, etc.).  Additionally, periodic 

outbreaks of poultry illness and mortality were understood as such—

contagious—whether called dan kor kach or manu moras or one of the dozens of 

more locally territorialized terms I recorded in Laos and East Timor.  That is to 

say, no matter what the name, it was commonly known that poultry illness and 

death could spread from village to village and household to household, not unlike 

the rumors that spread like a companion swarm10 of recombinant semiotic 

material along with (and ahead of and behind, perhaps even eventually finding 

their way into global database—obviously in mutated form) whatever pathogen it 

might be, most likely the pesky RNA virus that causes Newcastle Disease.11  

During outbreaks of poultry sickness and death, whether learned of by ear or by 

eye, the usual “prevention” measure was described as obvious: if possible, rush 

the remaining healthy poultry to the nearest market as quickly as possible.  The 

practice makes perfect sense from the point of view of the smallholder 

                                                 
10 RNA-viruses have been described as a “mutant swarm” in order to 
characterize their dynamics.  The idea might be useful for constructing a richer 
analytical abstract design than those available to earlier 20th century diffusionists.  
11 It is no accident that many of the most problematic diseases are RNA-viruses, 
which are historically notorious bricoleurs with a penchant for mutation and 
combinatorial exchange and innovation.  Two of the primary protagonists of this 
dissertation are good examples of RNA-viruses: FMD and Avian and Human 
Influenzas (AHI). 
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household, but causes the experts charged with controlling HPAI-H5N1 

considerable frustration since it potentially contributes to the spread and 

amplification of the virus through market chains/circuits.      

Unlike for larger animals like cattle, buffalo, and pigs, treatment for poultry 

in smallholder communities rarely involves mass-manufactured goods produced 

by multinational businesses.  There are notable exceptions, particularly 

Newcastle vaccine, though smallholders usually do not pay for the vaccine 

delivered through state and transnational animal health projects.  Interestingly, 

the seasonal hot/cold, wet/dry explanatory model of poultry illness plugs many 

rural Cambodians into a market for products made and distributed in part by what 

I (borrowing liberally from Braudel and De Landa) will call “anti-market 

organizations” or “anti-market practices.”   

Often I will use the term “anti-markets” for shorthand, but the inclusion of 

the hyphen is meant to indicate that there are no such objects as antimarkets in 

the same sense that there are markets.12  The hyphen is in the original French 

(contre-marché) and I take it as a reminder that the term anti-market is a modifier 

that can be applied to a range of non-competitive practices, institutions, 

contractual or organizational arrangements, etc.13  When I refer to an “anti-

                                                 
12 See Braudel (1992[1979]:25-80) on markets in Europe.  And there is certainly 
no such thing as “the market,” or at least it will have no place in my analysis.  
See Mitchell (2002:245-6).   
13 De Landa points out that noncompetitive, monopolistic enterprises date back to 
the thirteenth century.  “Neither in the long-distance trade of prestige goods nor 
in the worlds of precious metals and credit did supply and demand reign 
supreme.  On the contrary, most fortunes in these areas were made by the 
manipulation of these market forces through a variety of noncompetitive practices 
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market” as if it were a noun or a thing, I really mean something like “big business” 

or vertically-integrated enterprise.  Anti-market products have of course made 

deep inroads into the spaces and places of “developing” markets through the 

Green Revolution (e.g., genetically modified seeds, industrial pesticides, 

chemical fertilizers, etc.) and the Livestock Revolution (e.g., patented breeds, 

industrial feed, hormones, vaccines, medication, etc.) in the last half-century.  To 

date, the products of anti-markets have hardly trickled down to the backyard 

poultry of smallholder households, save for home remedies involving tablets of 

human fever-reducers and sporadic vaccination campaigns for Newcastle 

Disease. 

In Laos and Cambodia, many of the traditional measures used to treat sick 

poultry were based on correcting hot/cold imbalances.  The list of traditional 

remedies reported by participants is long.  Most remedies included steeping a 

substance in liquid and letting the poultry drink.  Obviously, specific practices 

depended on the context, including the availability of locally accessible plant and 

animal resources from what remains of what used to be called the “commons” in 

the GMS, proximity to local markets offering both unprocessed and manufactured 

goods, and exposure of local markets to the products and practices of anti-

market institutions.  For example, since the hot/cold model also extends to 
                                                                                                                                                 
[…] The conceptual confusion engendered by all the different uses of the word 
“capitalism” (as “free enterprise” or as “industrial mode of production” or, more 
recently, as “world-economy”) is so entrenched that it makes an objective 
analysis of economic power almost impossible” (2004:46-48).  De Landa 
ultimately chooses to use Braudel’s neologism, anti-market, “a different term 
altogether, and one which bears its intended meaning on its sleeve” (De Landa 
2004:288). 
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human health, it was common for people to report using human medications to 

treat their poultry.  For example: 

A: We buy medicine like Paracetamol. The medicine makes them cool. If 
we give humans this medicine one time a day, we should give it to 
chickens two or three times a day.   
 
Q: How do you know that? 
 
A: I have heard this before. My brother-in-law is a Neak Lok Thnam Pet. 
He sold me some Paracetamol, a few other pills without a label.  He also 
gave me some powdered tree bark.  

 
Most local remedies were cheap and widely available, but some could demand 

high prices when they were harder to come by.  Some came from local flora and 

fauna, while others travelled great distances.  Almost all of the most expensive 

folk remedies were marketed for larger livestock.  But this was not always the 

case since poultry are so important to households and notoriously difficult to 

keep healthy. For example, in East Timor and parts of Indonesia, there was a 

substantial market in monkey skulls that households could purchase (or hunt or 

be lucky enough to find) in order to ward off poultry illness (see Photo #1). 

 Photo #1 – Monkey skull.  
In Timor-Leste and parts of 
Indonesia, monkey skulls 
are sought and sometimes 
hunted to ward off poultry 
illness.  This practice itself 
puts humans at risk of 
emerging infections from 
their wild simian cousins. 
(Credit: all photographs by 
the author except where 
noted) 
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In Cambodia, we visited the home-offices of several Neak Lok Thnam Pet, 

someone between a local folk healer and an animal pharmacist who manages to 

supplement household income by selling animal-related services and products to 

customers.  Some were highly regarded by community members as wise and 

even spiritually gifted at healing animals, while others were locally regarded as 

little more than incompetent profiteers, albeit obligatory passage points for some 

of the more expensive livestock supplies produced (and often distributed) by anti-

market organizations in order to treat and care for larger livestock.   

It was generally acknowledged that traditional and pharmaceutical 

remedies are often ineffective: “sometimes they work; sometimes they don’t.”  

But many participants said that they do not necessarily expect better help from 

the local Neak Lok Thnam Pet or the nearest Village Animal Health Worker.  The 

poultry still usually end up dying, and the cost to the backyard farmer is often 

considerably higher than when sticking to household remedies.  Linked to years 

of experience and the perceived naturalness of seasonal poultry death, there is a 

general sense of helplessness when it comes to protecting household poultry 

flocks from dan kor kach.  At the end of every group discussion, participants were 

invited to ask their own questions.  Usually one of the first questions was whether 

we could provide a cure to help treat sick poultry and keep them from dying—

something we could not offer even if we had the best tools of modern medicine at 

our disposal.  There is no treatment for Newcastle Disease, just vaccination, 

which is no easy feat in the extensive systems of free-range poultry production 

typical of the rural Mekong.  
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Geographies of Blame: Emerging Infections in the GMS 

Despite the fact that our team was visiting so many communities in order 

to “correct the belief” that backyard farmers do not need to worry about HPAI-

H5N1, I couldn’t help thinking that my Khmer colleagues and our rural 

participants were clearly right about several issues in the GMS.  My colleagues’ 

undisguised revulsion at my enthusiasm for a Thai broiler breast was explicitly 

political, an espousal of a kind of consumer politics and also an expression of 

foreboding about the plight of smallholders in the region.   

Highly pathogenic strains of avian influenza like HPAI-H5N1 are not 

produced in the extensive systems characteristic of traditional poultry production 

in the Mekong.  Indeed, highly pathogenic strains like H5N1 are generally only 

produced in the intensified systems of commercial poultry production which 

provide ideal conditions for the amplification of viruses: namely, genetically 

homogenized and immunologically compromised bodies packed together in their 

own excrement.  A sad but notable exception occurred in the 1918 pandemic 

outbreak of human influenza in which soldiers in the trenches of the First World 

War (rather than chickens in battery cages) may have provided the grotesque 

biological conditions approximating contemporary Confined Animal Feeding 

Operations (CAFOs) necessary for creating super-virulent strains (Byerly 2005, 

Greger 2006:174-5, cf. Barry 2004).  Without these conditions, the infected 

people (or poultry) simply die too quickly to spread a highly pathogenic virus 

efficiently.  This kind of super-virulence is what has so far kept some strains of 

viral hemorrhagic fevers like Ebola from turning into Hollywood-esque 
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nightmares, but the disappearance of viral hemorrhagic fevers like Lassa from 

the global mediascape despite terrible outbreaks of the disease in Africa almost 

every year through 2009 exemplifies the way some sorts of epidemics tend to get 

overlooked, while others receive a disproportionate amount of popular attention, 

at least for a time.  Farmer (1996) discusses this sort of epidemic oversight at 

length.   

In my final interview of the research project in early 2009, which is 

excerpted extensively in the last chapter, one of the primary architects and 

advocates of the One World/One Health (OWOH) framework spoke of “flu 

fatigue” and the “need to strike when the iron is hot.”  Fortunately, despite 

legitimate concerns about racist geographies of aid, many organizations have 

recognized the continuing threat posed by emerging zoonoses in the Congo and 

Ganges basins and the Americas, in addition to Southeast Asia.  We should not 

forget that our current influenza pandemic, A/H1N1, most likely emerged from 

intensified swine Confined Animal Feeding Operations (CAFOs) in peri-urban 

Mexico.  The importance of the human, animal, and ecosystem interface is not a 

new idea in conservation biology, but it has achieved extraordinary new 

relevance in policy circles after SARS went pandemic and then H5N1 went 

panzootic in 2005, forcing institutions at many scales to put somewhat dusty 

academic concepts of cross-sectoral and interdisciplinary collaboration into 

action in order to address the exigencies of the problem.  Moreover, what started 

as HPAI-H5N1—a virus that decimates chicken flocks and has a knack for killing 

more than half the people it infects, just not yet the knack for spreading easily 
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amongst people)—has set the stage for more chimerical, hybrid concepts like 

AHI and more recently, a significantly more generic set of terms like Emerging 

Pandemic Threats (EPT).        

Highly intensified commercial chicken operations have supplied cheap 

protein to a rapidly urbanizing world.  Unfortunately, they have also inadvertently 

created ideal laboratories for the production of highly pathogenic strains of avian 

influenza.  Citing a report by the Council for Agricultural Science and Technology, 

Greger summarizes, “Stated simply, […] because of the Livestock Revolution, 

global risks of disease are increasing” (Greger 2006:111).  And because more 

highly intensified production facilities are cropping up in precisely the same 

environment as long-standing farming systems where influenza viruses have 

flourished in the intestines of domestic waterfowl for millennia, it is no wonder 

GMS countries were first affected and continue to receive so much attention, 

even as HPAI-H5N1 has gone panzootic, as they say, riding (predominantly 

market rather than wild) flows of biomass into parts of Europe and Africa.     

Importantly, as discussed in an article in a 2008 edition of Anthropology 

and Medicine devoted to avian influenzas in Asia, backyard farmers and cock 

fighters have very different accounts of the “geography of blame” for outbreaks of 

bird flu as well as the motives for the extraordinary international response to the 

disease than the accounts provided by corporate, governmental, and 

international actors (Padmawati and Nichter 2008).  I found similar competing 

geographies of blame throughout the GMS, including among and between 

experts and their respective institutions.   
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Over dinner, Mouyry mentioned the role of the GMS economic agreement 

and the plight of rural farmers in the region today.  For some background, the 

Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) was formally established in 1992 with the 

support of the Asian Development Bank in order to facilitate better regional 

integration between Cambodia, Lao PDR (Laos), Myanmar (Burma), Thailand, 

Vietnam, and the Yunnan province of China.14  The expansion of intraregional 

investment and trade as well as the development of infrastructure has intensified 

asymmetrical flows of plants, animals, minerals, people, and pathogens in a 

region characterized by ecological integration as well as significant economic and 

demographic disparities between countries, and between cities and country-

sides.  The important point is well-established: the borders between the countries 

of the GMS are beyond porous; biomass circulates across them as if through 

(abstract, diagrammatic) veins and arteries.  In addition, these directional flows 

are diagramed as chains, since when the demand “pulling” the flow is disrupted, 

there are so-called “knock on” effects that ripple back through the people, places, 

circuits, and lives that make markets.  Today, it is a truism to say national 

borders in the Mekong are less likely to serve as obstacles to disease 

transmission as they are to be obstacles to prevention and response in the 

region. 

During the course of fieldwork our team visited several border-crossings 

with Thailand and Vietnam.  Two were the sort with border personnel, toll booths 
                                                 
14 www.adb.org/GMS 
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and massive cargo trucks, high volumes of people and goods flowing in both 

directions.  We also came across many more of the smaller border-crossings, 

which were usually hardly marked and did not appear to be monitored in any 

way.  At one unstaffed border crossing we observed bikes and products 

periodically crossing back and forth between two countries.  The team did not 

see any poultry movement at the border-crossing, but locals said that poultry 

buyers from the neighboring country come over the border every morning to 

collect from a dispersed network of households in order to take the birds back to 

sell in a nearby marketplace at a higher price.     

Driven in large part by the explosive growth of China’s export economy, 

Cambodia and Lao PDR in particular have become important supply zones for 

resources like timber, rubber and other industrial tree products, agricultural 

commodities, and minerals to “feed” the demand of their more populous and 

prosperous neighbors.  One Khmer colleague joked that it gave new meaning to 

the ancient idea of “eating territory” that still circulates (usually combined with 

neo-nationalistic rhetoric) to this day in some parts of the GMS.  The past few 

years in particular have witnessed a dramatic proliferation of large-scale land 

concessions to Chinese, Thai, Vietnamese, and Middle Eastern investors, 

worried about meeting domestic food demand, and taking advantage of the low 

labor costs, patronage politics, and ambiguous legal environments of the 

countries.  As one of my colleagues at ECTAD pointed out as we discussed an 

article given to me by a colleague next door at UNICEF, “the dynamics of the 
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GMS really highlight the inadequacy of the North/South lens as a way of 

understanding globalization.”      

 
GMS-TADs 

Regional integration in the GMS after the devastation of the Third 

Indochina War has made trading partners out of ancient enemies, but it has also 

created a new set of problems related to food security, informal livestock trade, 

and emerging infections.  This problematization, not limited to the GMS, is 

indicated by the emergence of a new combinatorial arrangement of terms: trans-

boundary animal diseases (TADs).   

In a region where most of the population lives in rural communities and 

rely on agriculture for subsistence and income, animal diseases like foot-and-

mouth disease (FMD) and classical swine fever (CSF) have long been regarded 

as obstacles to national prosperity, even before animal diseases were the 

subjects of multi-billion dollar international trade disputes.  The poorest 

households in the Mekong are especially vulnerable to livestock diseases, with 

annual morbidity and mortality rates estimated to be as high as 50%–70% (ADB 

2002).  Recent participatory poverty assessments conducted in Laos and 

Cambodia found that 70% of smallholder producers ranked animal diseases as a 

major constraint to household income (ADB 2001). 

Since 2005, after SARS and H5N1, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) 

and FAO formally decided to collaborate on a multiphase technical assistance 

project “initiating the development of national and regional capacities to control 
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transboundary animal diseases.”  The introduction to the document summarizes 

the rationale for the project (poverty reduction) as well as the desired outcomes 

of improved diagnostic capacity, better information sharing, and “defined and 

well-targeted disease control approaches” customized to the specific “disease 

control zones” of the Upper and Lower Mekong.   

The impacts generated from this project are expected to contribute to the 
larger goal of reducing poverty in poor livestock farming communities in 
the GMS, through better control of TADs, increased production of safer 
food, and enhanced opportunities for smallholders to access higher value 
markets, in order to sell their livestock and livestock products. The specific 
outcomes from the project will include defined and well targeted disease 
control approaches, and improved diagnostic capacity of the national and 
regional laboratories, to process a large number of field samples from 
diseased animals in the region, and provide rapid diagnosis for better 
control of TADs. This improved capacity will also facilitate better flow of 
information on diseases within a country, and between the GMS countries 
[in order to] apply the optimal disease control programs in the Upper and 
Lower Mekong disease control zones. […] Informal trade is one of the 
primary reasons for the spread of TADs.  All activities will be conducted 
according to the guidelines of the global framework for the control of 
transboundary animal disease (GF-TAD)—a joint FAO/Office International 
des Epizooties (OIE) initiative on global control of TAD. 

 
(ADB Technical Assistance Report March 2007) 
 

It is noteworthy that the idea of “disease control zones” was discussed in 

my two first formal interviews of the entire research project, with Dr. Stephen 

Prowse on the St. Lucia campus of the University of Queensland.  Dr. Prowse is 

an accomplished virologist who made a career shift to CEO of the Australian 

Biosecurity Collaborative Research Centre (AB-CRC), established by the 

Australian government in the wake of the SARS epidemic.  He described his job 
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as training future ASEAN leaders in veterinary epidemiology and medicine, 

managing AB-CRC’s research portfolio, and “making sure knowledge and 

information reach the appropriate stakeholders,” thus taking for granted a key 

insight of social studies of sciences and technologies; facts and information are 

artifacts that require work to stabilize, maintain, and be made to travel in ways 

that make a difference.  

Dr. Prowse insisted that if I was interested in learning about the sciences 

and politics of animal health by someone with extensive field experience in the 

GMS—and why the idea of “zones” has as much to do with trade politics as 

disease control—there would be no better person for me to get in touch with than 

Dr. John Edwards.  Dr. Edwards had just handed over his job as director of the 

South East Asia FMD (SEAFMD) campaign to Dr. Ronello Abila and taken the 

job as Dean of the School of Veterinary and Biomedical Sciences at Murdoch 

University in Perth, Australia.  He was more than gracious when I wrote to him 

about my project; he offered me a visiting scholar position, saying that the 

inclusion of an anthropologist fit with the vision of the program to better integrate 

human and veterinary sciences.  

Some of the most enjoyable participant observation of the entire project 

came from enrolling in a required weekly seminar with students in animal health 

from North and South China, Malaysia, East Timor, Burma, Somalia, Indonesia, 

Thailand, and the Philippines, as well as two European technical advisors who 

participated in the seminar via Skype from OIE (World Organization for Animal 

Health Organization) regional offices in Bangkok.  By selecting and funding 
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international students to train, as well as arranging their academic visas, etc., the 

program is an attempt to cultivate what Ong (2005) calls “ecologies of expertise.”  

But in this case it is not a matter of governments formulating policies to 

incentivize or import a population of professional expert elites.  Rather, Australia 

is strategically using its financial, institutional, and intellectual resources, as well 

as extensive experience with agricultural sciences domestically and in the region, 

in order to train a generation of ASEAN national experts who will then in turn be 

exported (so to speak) to Australia’s regional neighborhood, where perhaps new 

national cohorts can be trained and new ecologies of expertise can be made to 

flourish.  Most of the students were veterinarians in their home countries and 

several already had senior posts in government ministries.   

I am beyond indebted to all the students and faculty who participated in 

that weekly seminar; there is no doubt I learned far more from them than they did 

from me.  I am also deeply grateful to Dr. Edwards for offering me the opportunity 

as visiting scholar—and the desk and library privileges that came with the 

position—as well as seeing me off from Perth with the right contacts in hand for 

the moment when I eventually arrived at the gates of the FAO regional offices in 

Bangkok, just as things were getting hot in early April 2007. 

 
“Two Types of Ecosystems”  

Over the course of the semester, Dr. Edwards agreed to sit a few times for 

a few hours of uninterrupted recorded interviews.  He said that before we get into 

the history of Australia’s involvement with animal diseases in the GMS, we have 
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to understand the dynamics of the Mekong region itself, not so much in terms of 

its recent Cold War geopolitics, but in terms of its topography, demography, and 

ecology.  “The Mekong is an extraordinary region.  Here, look at this map.”  

(Figure 1 – He did not show me this exact map, but a map that made the same 

argument.)  “Where are all the people and poultry clustered?  You can see that it 

does not map onto political boundaries, it maps on where there is good farmland 

for wet rice cultivation, and the production of fish and fowl that go with it.  And 

now we can see here in red the centers of increasingly intensified production 

clustering around urban processing and distribution centers near cities like 

Bangkok, Chiang Mai, Saigon (Ho Chi Minh City) and Hanoi.”   

He pointed, “All of this in red and yellow,” gesturing southeast of Thailand, 

through the yellow of Cambodia to the bright reds and black of the Mekong River 

Delta.  “This was all underwater thousands of years ago.  Today it is flat, perfect 

for irrigation and wet rice aquaculture.  This long skinny lake here that travels up 

from the delta northwest through the center of Cambodia [rimmed in the red of 

predicted probability], is the Tonlé Sap.  It is like a beating heart, literally pumping 

life in and out of the surrounding floodplains, keeping the Mekong Delta fertile 

and fed, as well as protecting its people by absorbing excess water when there is 

too much, and releasing water when there is not enough.” 
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Figure #1 - A long-anticipated study from Vietnam (PNAS) confirmed what many 
people suspected.  Integrated systems of wet-rice aquaculture and duck 
production are probably contributing to the endemic status of HPAI/H5N1 in the 
region.  In the Mekong, people and poultry density are highly correlated. 
 
Dr. Edwards continued, “Now many people are worried about the effects all the 

hydropower projects upriver in China and Laos will have on this natural wonder 

of the world, this beating heart, the Tonlé Sap.  Some scenarios are rather grim, 

and by no means unlikely.”  It has long been a largely unspoken but commonly 

upheld ASEAN protocol not to criticize other member states for how they use 

their resources (or treat their people), but some “regional” coverage from press 

outlets and activist groups, amplified through new electronic technologies, is 

building international momentum to challenge that tradition to an extent regarding 

the damming of the upper reaches of the mighty Mekong river system.    
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He stopped and traced his finger up the skinny red band of predicted 

probability that ran all the way up the eastern coast of Vietnam.  “Despite its large 

size, Vietnam is incredibly densely populated along this coastal strip.  Almost 

90% of the population, basically all ethnically Vietnamese, live concentrated near 

the two deltas and along this narrow strip in between the highlands and land 

suitable for wet rice fields.  The many different indigenous groups who live in the 

highlands, here in these sparsely populated white areas on the map, practice an 

entirely different sort of agriculture from wet rice cultivation.”  Geertz called it 

“swidden” agriculture, and it will be discussed at length in Chapter Four.  Dr. 

Edwards added, “Do not forget that everybody in the region, whether they 

practice wet-rice aquaculture or the rotational systems more typical of the 

highlands, all depend on animals for their livelihoods.”       

 Dr. Edwards drew lines and arrows on multiple scraps of paper to show 

me the different flows for each type of animal, and how they were changing over 

time driven by price gradients across borders throughout the region.  He would 

say things like, “it is not as if the network of trails misnamed “the Ho Chi Minh 

trail” goes through Vietnam from Hanoi to the population centers in the south; the 

trails go all through eastern Laos and Cambodia!”  I always figured something 

must help explain the almost incomprehensible American saturation of parts of 

Laos with cluster bombs between 1964 and 1973, ultimately making Laos the 

most bombed country per capita in world history. Many tens of thousands of 

unexploded tennis ball-sized “bomblets” still pepper vast swathes of countryside, 

killing and horribly injuring hundreds of people a year to this day.   
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Dr. Edwards sketched how until recently informal and illicit cattle and 

buffalo movements were primarily from Cambodia, Laos, Burma, southern China 

and Vietnam into Thailand, where they could be sold for a higher price.  He said 

that this has changed dramatically in the last couple years as illegal and informal 

trade in cattle and buffalo has increasingly been diverted to Vietnam, often 

through southern China.  He emphasized, “The routes are always changing, and 

people will of course avoid checkpoints if it means taxes or bribes.  This is why 

training more Community Animal Health Workers (CAHWs) and improving 

regional cooperation beyond border control in the GMS will be so important in the 

future.”  Interestingly, he also noted that animal movements were dependent on 

policy changes, currency fluctuations, and market dynamics far beyond the 

countries of mainland Southeast Asia.  For example, he said Cambodia was now 

trying to promote intensified swine operations in order to make up for expected 

financial losses associated with the impending expiration of favorable garment 

industry quotas with the United States and European Union.  Later, I would see 

the politics of animal health in action when Cambodia used outbreaks of Porcine 

Reproductive and Respiratory Syndrome Virus near Ho Chi Minh city (most 

commonly known as “blue ear disease’) in order to impose import bans on pork 

and pork products from all neighboring GMS countries, effectively boosting 

domestic revenue for its nascent commercial pork enterprises.  GMS countries 

were similarly quick to take advantage of HPAI-H5N1 outbreaks in neighboring 

countries to bolster domestic industry, but these trade advantages were 

invariably short-lived as outbreaks spread throughout the region. 
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Dr. Edwards is a supporter of the progressive zoning method for 

controlling transboundary animal diseases (TADs).15  He recited a long list of 

potential zones that could be delineated in the Greater Mekong Subregion, and 

that could be useful for international cooperation regarding animal diseases, “but 

the politics are very tricky.  For now it looks like the countries of the GMS are 

only going to stick with the Upper and Lower Mekong disease control zones, 

which I agree are the most important.”  Dr. Edwards looked up from the detailed 

maps, which he could quickly draw from memory, and said, “The fact is, most of 

the GMS countries have a lot to lose when it comes to the diseases of trade like 

FMD and HPAI.  The costs to the livelihoods of smallholders are considerable—

lost assets, lost draught power, etc.  But the opportunity costs for poorer GMS 

countries trying to create industries and take advantage of export markets are far 

greater.”16  I thought it was an odd statement at the time, coming from a man who 

was explicitly advocating a “pro-poor” approach to the control of transboundary 

animal diseases, but I would later come to learn that the statement represents 

                                                 
15 The concept of “progressive zoning” in response to animal diseases was first 
adopted in 1993 in the OIE International Animal Health Code.  Regional disease 
control zones must be approved by the OIE as well as the governments involved. 
16 Edwards (2004:425) makes a version of the livestock revolution argument in 
an article in which he writes: “livestock are very important in most parts of 
Southeast Asia and many of the countries have a comparative advantage in the 
production of livestock and there is significant untapped export potential for 
livestock and livestock products.  FMD is a major obstacle for exports and is also 
a costly imposition on internal movements.  FMD also has significant impact on 
the health and production of susceptible animals and this includes reduced 
draught power in several of these countries.  The benefits of a more targeted, 
cost-effective approach to FMD control are likely to be substantial.  It is these 
benefits that should provide the economic drivers and incentives required to 
encourage active participation by all stakeholders." 
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part of an ongoing debate about the respective roles of markets and anti-market 

institutions in strategies to alleviate poverty and improve food security in the 

region.  The contours of the opposing solutions to the problem should become 

clearer in following chapters. 

Dr. Edwards reminded me that the Southeast Asian Foot and Mouth 

Disease (SEAFMD) campaign was one of the first regional disease control 

programs in the Mekong region.  He worried that all the focus on avian and 

human influenza would risk duplicating efforts and even neglect the work that the 

SEAFMD campaign had accomplished under the GMS-TADs Control Project.  

He handed me a pamphlet introducing the FAO/ADB Project on the Control of 

Transboundary Animal Diseases in the Greater Mekong Subregion, which 

begins, “The Project is targeting its main activities in Cambodia, Lao PDR, and 

Viet Nam, which have the highest number of poor livestock farmers in the 

Region.  Thailand and the Yunnan Province of the People’s Republic of China as 

participating countries have well-developed capacity in TADs control, and will 

provide in-kind support in developing and enhancing regional cooperation and 

capacity.  While the priority diseases in the GMS are HPAI, FMD, and CSF, the 

Project mainly focuses on the latter two diseases as there is now significant 

independent funding for the ongoing HPAI emergency in the Region.”17  He 

expressed hope that one day the efforts would be integrated, but indicated that at 

present, he felt the extraordinary attention received by avian influenza was 

                                                 
17 The pamphlet is available at www.adb.org/GMS/Projects/reta-6192.asp 
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detracting from some of the progress regional animal disease control efforts had 

made in recent years.  

 I asked him directly if he thought that international preoccupation with 

avian and pandemic influenza contributed to the recent outbreaks of FMD 

throughout the GMS.  The outbreaks began in Vietnam in late 2005 and lasted 

throughout 2006, eventually spreading throughout much of the region.  Vietnam 

faced over a hundred outbreaks in just about every corner of the country.  There 

were subsequent FMD outbreaks reported in neighboring Cambodia in the 

middle of 2006, suspected to have been brought in with pigs imported from 

Vietnam.  Laos also experienced several outbreaks in late 2006.  Edwards was 

unequivocal in his answer to my question: “Without a doubt.  The outbreaks 

should never have made it throughout all of Vietnam, much less to the rest of the 

region.”  He again expressed his strong desire that the infrastructure already put 

into place by the SEAFMD campaign and the GMS-TADs Project could be built 

upon to create a more permanent program for controlling emerging infections, 

“particularly considering most emerging human infections are of animal origin 

and there is general agreement—and it is FAO’s official position—that controlling 

zoonotic infections at their source is the best hope for preventing human 

transmission of diseases like pandemic influenza.”  He said it would be difficult to 

get organizations like FAO and WHO to share turf, but that is what a holistic, 

long-term approach to controlling emerging infections will require.   

 I asked Dr. Edwards about AB-CRC’s and Murdoch University’s efforts to 

bring foreign (mostly ASEAN) students to his program for graduate training.  He 
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described it as a matter of “beneficiary pays,” explaining that large-scale 

commercial producers, livestock traders, and national governments are the 

primary beneficiaries of efforts to control trade diseases like FMD, CSF, and 

HPAI.  “Therefore they should help pay for technical support to smallholders who 

cannot afford the vaccines and program costs.  Plus smallholders are frankly 

unlikely to realize substantial direct benefits of these sorts of disease control 

efforts.”  He said the current cohort of graduate students, whether funded by 

Australia or their own national governments, could be seen as a good use of the 

“beneficiary pays” principle. 

 Dr. Edwards admitted that Australian interest and investment in animal 

disease control in Southeast Asia has historically stemmed largely from worries 

about FMD.  No matter that the country “has not had a major outbreak since 

1872.  However, as a major producer and exporter of livestock and livestock 

products, Australia has always had a strong interest in FMD, the most serious 

disease affecting such trade” (Garner, Fisher, and Murray 2002:628).  The 

history of foot-and-mouth disease probably extends to the earliest days of human 

dependence on animal husbandry.  The disease has been regarded as a 

scourge around the globe at least since the 18th century, and is deeply woven 

into the history of nations and empires, as documented by scholars in contexts 

as diverse as Argentina, Mexico, southern Africa, Australia, New Zealand, 

Turkey, and the United Kingdom.  Extraordinarily infectious, foot-and-mouth 

disease affects almost 70 species of cloven-hoofed mammals, including those 

animals responsible for some of the most drastic social and environmental 
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changes in human history: grazing livestock like sheep, cattle, and goats.  

Though the virus can be transmitted to humans, it is not considered a significant 

threat to human health—an indication of the long and intimate evolutionary 

history shared by people, their grazing livestock, and their livestock’s diseases. 

 For centuries FMD has adversely affected the livelihoods of people who 

depend on grazing livestock as assets and sources of draught power and rental 

income (Perry and Karl 2007).  In the last few decades, FMD has come to pose a 

multibillion-dollar threat to globalized protein and animal product markets, 

multinational corporations, and national trade interests.  The continuing 

circulation of FMD viruses in the Mekong remains a particular concern to 

Australia, whose overseas aid program takes a strategic, targeted approach to 

the problem.  Australia and other governments (notably Japan, Germany, and the 

United States) have poured enormous amounts of resources into creating 

regional “technological zones” (Barry 2001), cultivating “ecologies of expertise” 

(Ong 2005), and bolstering the veterinary capacities of the countries of Southeast 

Asia in order to detect and respond to outbreaks of FMD.  However, the 

disruptive effects of measures to control the disease have recently led to a 

fracture in the common sense that eradication of the disease is the best hope for 

poverty reduction in the region.  Poorer countries like Lao PDR and Cambodia, 

whose veterinary services operate on miniscule budgets, have fewer incentives 

to control the disease than their neighbors, Thailand and Vietnam, where 

increasing urban consumption and the commercialization of grazing livestock 

have become important vehicles for economic growth.   
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Laos and Cambodia are now struggling to find strategies for agricultural 

development that provide both food security and economic growth.  The two 

goals were once considered complementary, but with the advent of avian 

influenza along with vocal critiques of land grabbing and labor exploitation, the 

classic biopolitical relationship between growth and livelihoods has become more 

explicitly problematized and denaturalized.  As one specialist in rural 

development put it during an interview in Vientiane: “The choice is between 

approaches that emphasize ecology and rural livelihoods versus approaches that 

are based on monocultures, factory farms, and land concessions to foreign 

investors.”  Others do not see the choice quite so starkly.  Regardless, the 

sciences and politics of animal health in the region are now irrevocably linked in 

this set of problems, seemingly destined to a concatenating, productive friction 

caused by conflicting visions of what “development” should mean in the Greater 

Mekong Subregion.   

 
Avian Influenza in the GMS 

On the day I boarded a plane to Australia at the start of October 2006, I 

found a used copy of The Lancet (vol. 368, number 9538, September 2-8, 2006) 

and shamelessly grabbed it as data.  It had nothing but a blank white cover and a 

simple quote from the featured article by Richard Coker and Sandra Mounier-

Jack: “The next influenza pandemic will test notions of global solidarity.  If the 

pandemic were to occur tomorrow, we would probably be found wanting.”  The 

dynamic assemblage of technologies, policies, and institutions associated with 
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the problem of “pandemic preparedness” was certainly already in formation and 

elements had already stabilized in certain respects like the revised IHR in the 

wake of SARS, and the extraordinary international activity that has intensified 

greatly since the first outbreaks of HPAI-H5N1 in Hong Kong in 1997.  I was later 

reminded of this article at the end of my conversation with Dr. Edwards when he 

warned, “We should be sure that our efforts to prevent the next human pandemic 

do not neglect animal health.”  By that I took him to mean we can almost be 

certain that animals and the way people transform their habitats will be the 

source of the next great human pandemic. 

 
All influenza viruses come from waterfowl.  Human influenzas probably 

emerged about 4,500 years ago with the domestication of waterfowl on the rivers 

and waterways that sustained riparian communities throughout mainland 

Southeast Asia for millennia.  Human-poultry interactions in Southern China 

dramatically intensified under the Ching Dynasty about 500 years ago, when 

farmers moved their ducks off the rivers and onto flooded rice fields.  Since then, 

throughout the Mekong where wet-rice aquaculture is practiced, free range 

poultry are integrated into agricultural systems where they clean up pests like 

snails and provide natural fertilizer for the paddies and terraces.  

Highly intensified commercial chicken operations have supplied cheap 

protein to a rapidly urbanizing world.  Unfortunately, they have also inadvertently 

created ideal laboratories for the production of highly pathogenic strains of avian 

influenza.  In the last two decades, poultry production in Thailand has gone from 
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a household affair for domestic consumption to one of the country’s most 

important sources of export earnings. By the time of the epidemic outbreaks of 

HPAI in Southeast Asia in early 2003, Thailand was the fourth largest producer of 

poultry in the world, supplying almost 10% of the world’s poultry export market 

(Tiensin et al. 2005).  It is estimated that over 400,000 Thai jobs are directly 

related to poultry production and processing and that the standing population of 

genetically homogenized broiler chickens in the country exceeds 250 million.  

The timing of the HPAI outbreak was especially troubling for industrial poultry 

operations, coming as it did in the wake of the Asian financial crisis and 

precipitous decline in the value of the Thai currency (baht).  While international 

response was largely driven by the human health implications of the circulation of 

H5N1, the initial response of the Thai government to HPAI—which was to deny 

rumors and suppress information until the media (and two human deaths from 

H5N1) made the story impossible to ignore—was predominantly shaped by 

protecting industrial interests. 

In the beginning of 2004, widespread outbreaks of HPAI-H5N1 in Thailand 

and Vietnam set off unprecedented national and international responses to 

“stamp out” H5N1 through mass culling of poultry and strict movement 

restrictions.  The responses of the two countries were somewhat different, and 

were not without domestic and international criticism, but were widely lauded as 

effective by March 2004.  Continuing a long tradition between the governments of 

the region, on January 13th the Cambodian government did not waste time to 

engage in the trade politics of animal disease, imposing bans on the import of 
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poultry from Thailand and Vietnam in order to prop up domestic prices already 

suffering from consumer fear and uncertainty.  The trade advantage was short-

lived; less than two weeks after imposing the ban, Cambodia detected its first 

official outbreak of HPAI on a peri-urban farm outside Phnom Penh.  Tens of 

thousands of chickens were culled.  Stories emerged about many thousands of 

chickens dying with HPAI-like symptoms the prior month from outbreaks on 

several farms near the capitol.   

The initial effectiveness of GMS countries’ responses to HPAI-H5N1 

outbreaks in early 2004 seemed at first to support a strategy sometimes called 

“stamping out.”  This is the strategy that seemed so effective at “eradicating” the 

H5N1 strain in Hong Kong in 2007.  Even though “stamping out” in the GMS 

quickly brought the early 2004 epidemic under control, the HPAI-H5N1 virus 

continued to pop up sporadically in the region, including parts of Cambodia and 

Laos.   

When Thailand was struck later the same year by widespread outbreaks 

in October and November 2004, and when new outbreaks were detected from 

Vietnam’s Mekong Delta region in the south all the way up the coast to the Red 

River delta region near Hanoi in the north, international interest in the strategic 

importance of Cambodia and Laos changed dramatically, at least by 2005.  

Cambodia had its first human H5N1 fatality in January 2005, a 25 year-old 

woman from Kampot province who died after making the trip across the border to 

Vietnam to seek medical treatment.  Cambodia had its second confirmed human 

case that March when a man near Phnom Penh died of the disease in the 
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hospital. Cambodia has had human cases of avian influenza every year since 

2005, with an eighth case identified in December 2008.  Almost all of the cases 

were fatal; over half were children.  Most of these deaths have been linked to 

direct contact with diseased or dead poultry in rural and peri-urban areas.   

An enormous amount of resources has gone into developing laboratory 

capacity in the region.  Molecular biologists determined what many feared; these 

seasonal waves of regional HPAI-H5N1 epidemics in the GMS were not being 

caused by subsequent incursions of the H5N1 virus from southern China.  The 

virus had been in the Lower Mekong all along since 2004, probably circulating in 

the healthy-seeming domestic waterfowl that are integrated into the aquacultural 

production systems that sustain the vast majority of rural communities in the 

countries of the GMS.  Li and colleagues (2004) tested blood and fomite samples 

taken from domestic duck populations in an area which had experienced 

widespread die-offs of other poultry, including chickens, and found that the ducks 

were infected with nearly identical strains of the H5N1 virus (cf. Slingenbergh 

2006).  This meant that the virus was never really eradicated by all the efforts to 

stamp it out, but had remained there all along, circulating undetected, usually 

until another human case was confirmed. 

When we returned from the first half of our expedition to present our 

preliminary results in Phnom Penh and later in Bangkok the experts were 

flummoxed, frustrated at the lack of reporting and the continuation of practices 

that put individuals at risk of exposure to H5N1, particularly the consumption of 

sick and dead poultry.  The experts had a clear sense of the geography of blame 
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both for the lack of reporting that they felt contributed to the endemic 

entrenchment of H5N1 virus in the traditional wet-rice production systems of the 

Mekong as well as the continuation of behaviors that put individuals at risk of 

exposure to human transmission of the deadly virus.  Despite the widely 

accepted understanding of the origins of highly pathogenic influenza strains, 

there nevertheless remains an institutionalized “geography of blame” that 

implicates rural smallholders and their free range livestock as problematic 

reservoirs for the continuing low-level circulation of strains of FMD and H5N1 

viruses in the Mekong.   

As one FAO technical advisor put it, “By the end of 2004, Thailand, China, 

and Vietnam could no longer afford to ignore HPAI outbreaks in Cambodia and 

Laos.”  In later conversations in Thailand and Vietnam I was confronted with a 

very different geography of blame than the one expressed by my Khmer 

colleagues in our dinner debate about a chicken breast produced by a factory 

farm in Thailand.  Perhaps not surprisingly, Ministry officials and industry 

representatives in Thailand and Vietnam argued that the problem is with free-

range poultry systems and unregulated trade networks, particularly related to 

regional markets in fighting cocks.  They argued that enclosed, intensified 

operations are far more bio-secure; it is the backyard household and their free-

range flocks that are the greatest threat to controlling HPAI-H5N1 in the region.  

It is no surprise then, that discussions about the geography of blame inevitably 

turned to Laos and Cambodia, where the vast majority of poultry production is 

extensive and free-range. 
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Contemporary Laos and Cambodia now find themselves wedged between 

other countries in the GMS that have made significant investments in highly 

intensified livestock operations to feed booming domestic and regional markets 

with cheap animal protein.  Today, China is the largest poultry producer and 

Thailand is the fourth largest exporter of poultry products in the world.  Intensive 

and vertically integrated poultry operations have been an important element in 

national development strategies for Thailand and Vietnam.  Both countries have 

used bird flu outbreaks to accelerate the “Tysonization” of their poultry industries.   

Buying into the argument that closed facilities are more biosecure, the Thai 

government in particular has responded aggressively to the avian influenza 

threat by forcing peasant farmers into contracts with corporate “poultry estates.”  

Thus, the percentage of total poultry produced and maintained at a household 

level in Thailand has dropped to about 20% in recent years.  Similar practices 

may be taking root in Vietnam, where over 60% of the country’s poultry is 

produced at the household level.   

Unlike China and Thailand, the recent proliferation of intensive livestock 

operations in the north and south of Vietnam are for the time being still geared 

toward meeting domestic demand for animal protein.  Nonetheless, anti-market 

practices like contract farming and the move to confined animal feeding 

operations and vertically-integrated commercial operations where production and 

processing are integrated in the same facility indicate that anti-market institutions 

and practices are interacting with (or really rather acting on) extensive poultry 

production systems that have sustained smallholder households (and their local 
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markets) in the region for centuries.  When I first headed to FAO Regional offices 

in Bangkok to work with the Emergency Centre for Transboundary Animal 

Diseases, there was a sense in dominant factions of the expert blogosphere that 

backyard poultry production systems in many parts of the world were at risk of 

becoming casualties of anti-market actors taking advantage of epidemic 

oversight in the sense of international efforts to control HPAI-H5N1.  As I 

describe in the following chapters, the deployment of community-based disease 

management in Laos and Cambodia is part of an explicit effort to avoid repeating 

some of the mistakes and trauma of the “stamping out” strategy and to mitigate 

some of the adverse consequences of efforts to control bird flu in contexts where 

rural livelihoods depend on livestock and most livestock production occurs at the 

household level. 
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Chapter Two 

From Participation to Community-Based Disease Management 

 In June 2007, during the opening address of Laos’s 2nd National 

Communication Strategy Workshop on Avian and Human Influenza (AHI), the 

country’s UN Resident Coordinator brought the avian influenza story up to date: 

“As of June 15, 2007, the World Health Organization reported 313 confirmed 

human cases of the H5N1 virus […] in twelve countries across Asia, Europe, the 

Middle East, and Africa.  Of those infected, 191 have died and children account 

for about half this number.  In the Lao PDR, outbreaks of the virus have occurred 

in 2004, 2006, and most recently in February and March of this year, which 

affected thousands of poultry across four provinces.  Tragically, during these 

latest outbreaks the virus also claimed the lives of two Lao citizens.”  In other 

words, the bird disease, HPAI, had gone “panzootic,” and there continue to be 

cases of human infection with H5N1, with each new case increasing the 

likelihood that the influenza virus could go pandemic.  And even landlocked, 

sparsely populated Laos is not safe and continues to have a role in global efforts 

to stop the spread of what was now being called AHI.  She did not mention that 

this is in part because Laos is working to become “land-linked” rather than “land-

locked” in the GMS (see ADB 2002).   

Before finishing the speech by expressing the UN’s “deep” gratitude for 

the “close ongoing working relationship between the Government and UN 
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agencies,” and before thanking the funders,18 the Resident Coordinator 

highlighted the basic focus of the three-day workshop: Information, Education, 

and Communication (IEC).  She announced, “IEC activities cannot be 

underestimated as a first line of defense in curbing the potentially devastating 

health, social, and economic impacts of a human pandemic.  The work you carry 

out will ensure that the people of the Lao PDR are informed about the threat of 

Avian and Human Influenza and can accordingly change their day-to-day 

behavior in order to protect themselves and their families and prevent the virus 

from spreading.”   

One of the veterinary epidemiologists at the table moaned.  He whispered 

something to the effect that “…ever since the Beijing conference [in January 

2006] and this sort of switch from HPAI-H5N1 to “AHI” I feel like it is all about 

pandemic preparedness and not enough about animal health anymore.”  

Someone at the table from UNICEF disagreed: “I know you think the best bet is 

controlling the virus in poultry.  Of course we should limit opportunities for human 

exposure, but you can’t disagree that it will only take that one event [of 

recombination or mutation], and once something like H5N1 starts passing as 

easily from human to human as seasonal flu, it is going to be a whole new 

ballgame.  And the next pandemic disease might not even be an influenza.”  I 

                                                 
18 “…thanks to the Government of Japan for its generous donations to UNICEF 
[…] which will benefit both Lao PDR and other countries.  Also, we would like to 
thank AusAID [for their support to] CARE; and USAID and Germany for their kind 
support to FAO and the Academy for Educational Development.”  I would have 
recorded the opening address, but fortunately a copy of the Opening Remarks 
was distributed at the beginning of the workshop. 
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would later become friends with both the FAO veterinarian and UNICEF 

communications specialist.  They worked at the regional offices in Bangkok, 

which are located next door to one another, but (at least at the regional level, 

during the time I was there) the two organizations often seemed worlds apart in 

terms of priorities and approaches to the problem of AHI and bridging the 

conceptual Divide between humans and animals.     

There were probably about 60 people at the workshop.  Periodically, 

several times a day, half of the people in the room would put on headphones to 

understand a Lao or English speaker, just as the other half took their 

headphones off.  The days were divided between slide presentations and 

working group exercises doing things like identifying target audiences, specifying 

behavioral goals and obstacles to change, diagramming market chains, running 

desktop simulations, etc.  I spent much of the three-day workshop sitting near the 

Communications Director for the FAO’s Emergency Centre for Transboundary 

Animal Diseases (ECTAD).  UNICEF was a dominant presence with ten 

organizing participants, followed by FAO, WHO, and the national UN Office of the 

Resident Coordinator.  Other participating organizations included CARE, the 

World Food Program, the Academy for Educational Development, and an 

Operations Officer as well as a Human Development Specialist from the World 

Bank.   

As the Resident Coordinator indicated, the focus of the workshop was 

devoted to IEC, Information, Education, and Communication.  After the slide 

showing the Four Key Messages, the next slides detailed what kind of IEC 
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materials were produced for use in Laos and in what quantities.  The numbers 

were significant when I added them up.  Over a million different posters and 

flyers, about a million booklets, half to be delivered through the schools, ten 

thousand flip charts for schools and community outreach.  In addition there were 

bags, t-shirts, polo shirts, video CDs of television ads and audio CDs of radio 

ads, as well as 100,000 little bars of soap, cleverly packages with a low-literacy 

picture meant to indicate “wash your hands.”  Within a month, I would be passing 

out hundreds of such bars of soap in rural communities myself.  We soon learned 

that despite the clever picture on the wrapper, it was always best to warn the 

children ahead of time that the soap was for washing hands, not for eating.     

As the speaker from UNICEF went on to describe some of the “lessons 

learned” during the HPAI outbreaks in early 2007, mostly about shortages of 

specific outbreak materials and the need to create a stronger sense “of urgency 

and alarm” among smallholders, and particularly men and their fighting cocks.  

The UNICEF speaker expressed hope for a “next generation” of IEC materials to 

be developed based on the lessons learned in the last few years.  A primary 

priority included developing more “participatory” channels like community-theater 

events and puppet shows, coordinating communication campaigns with festivals, 

and reaching out to low-literacy communities in the highlands in a way that is 

more “culturally appropriate,” involving ethnic community members rather than 

just national veterinary extension networks.  The next slide was similar to the 

initial slides showing how many of each different sort of IEC materials, devices, 

and channels were going to be developed for the next year. 
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The communications director from ECTAD was increasingly annoyed.  

“Look at how they show the number of posters printed as if that were an 

outcome?  That is not an outcome.  We do the same at FAO.  Who cares the 

number of posters printed or commercials broadcast if people are not changing 

what they are doing?”  The UNICEF presentation ended with a list of “future 

strategy activities,” many of which concerned the perceived failure to adequately 

address issues involving human interactions with the birds themselves (I quote 

the bullets of the PowerPoint slide):  

• Do not sell or consume sick or dead chickens 

• Do not touch sick or dead chickens 

• Report sick or dead chickens 

• Cooperation with authorities (especially related to culling) 

• Wash hands with soap regularly 

The veterinarian chimed across the table, “See, they focused so much on the 

pandemic materials, we shouldn’t be surprised that people do not know about 

proper poultry handling.”  This time the UNICEF communications person got 

annoyed.  “We are constantly asking for technical recommendations from FAO in 

order to develop the IEC materials.  The problem is the scientists cannot seem to 

give us simple answers.  We asked, should people sweep the yard free of poultry 

feces, and the reply I got is we do not know if that would decrease or possibly 

even increase the risk of human exposure.”  The FAO technical officer 

acquiesced, “Fine, perhaps we don’t have an evidence-base to know all the best 

practices for free-range production systems.  And anyway at this point it seems 
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we have come to agree on the key messages.  My biggest complaint is that 

UNICEF [which, by agreement, was producing many of the IEC materials for 

FAO] will come over to ask for our feedback on communication materials and 

messages, and then I find out the materials are already in production!  So why 

even ask for our feedback?”  The exchange was neither terribly heated nor 

personal; it was a complaint I heard several times about the relationship between 

organizations traditionally not used to collaborating now being forced to work 

together by agreement since UNICEF has more experience developing, testing, 

and deploying IEC materials than FAO.  

During lunch on the third day I was approached by the communications 

director for ECTAD about doing a regional project focusing on three of the 

countries most affected at the time by HPAI in the Mekong: Cambodia, Laos, and 

Vietnam.  He was pitching the idea about what amounted to a sort of region-wide 

“ethnographic assessment” to help ECTAD understand why backyard farmers 

were not changing their behaviors, despite surveys showing widespread high 

levels of “awareness” about avian influenza and many key messages throughout 

the region.  He said, “I feel like we are stuck in the age of IEC and we need to get 

beyond it.  Maybe you are the missing link.”  He wanted to start in Cambodia, 

preferably as soon as possible.  The country had recently suffered deadly 

outbreaks of the disease in poultry and people. 

“Shouldn’t you find someone who speaks Khmer?” I asked. 

“No,” he replied, “because the point is we will need you to work in different 

countries.  And we will also need you to focus on indigenous highland 
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communities where many people don’t speak the national language.  We just 

need a, what are you?  A medical anthropologist.  We’ll give you a title that make 

you sound more like an expert.19  One thing I know is we do not need another 

Knowledge, Attitudes, and Practices (KAP) survey, since we have done several, 

they are not cheap, and at this point they just seem to tell us what we already 

know; however many millions of dollars we have spent on IEC, very little has 

changed in terms of behavior among backyard farmers.”  As for the issue of 

language fluency, perhaps my colleague’s nonchalance would make any self-

respecting anthropologist weep, but it made my heart leap for joy.  “What matters 

is your written English, and of course your ability to communicate and work well 

with people who do not speak much English.  Do not worry; we will make sure 

you have interpreters for whatever you need.”  Since my months of studying 

Bahasa Indonesia in Australia were unlikely to come to good use any time soon, I 

jumped at the opportunity.  Not that I didn’t bring it up; “Sorry, Indonesia is 

already overwhelmed with experts and studies associated with H5N1.  We need 

to start with Cambodia, and then hopefully move on to Vietnam and Laos.  We 

can see where things go from there.”   

He explained that the strategy of surveillance and mass culling associated 

with “stamping out” that had seemingly been so effective in the first waves of the 

outbreaks in China and Thailand could not be sustained, especially since the 

virus was now out of the bag, well on its way into new continents.  He said a new 
                                                 
19 Participatory Learning Communications Specialist.  I insisted slash-Medical 
Anthropologist be added to the end of the title.  On the next project, Medical 
Anthropologist came first. 
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approach to surveillance and management in the GMS would have to be 

developed by moving beyond IEC and “awareness raising” to building rural 

capacity to detect and respond to outbreaks at the community level, especially in 

countries like Laos and Cambodia, where the vast majority of poultry production 

occurs at the household level.  He said, “Unfortunately, there really is no such 

thing as active surveillance in Laos and Cambodia—some poor child has to get 

sick and die and then we detect the outbreaks in poultry.”  He was reflective, 

“Obviously it would be a disaster to let Laos and Cambodia go the way of 

Thailand, though I would not be surprised if that is exactly the direction things will 

head in Vietnam.  Imagine what it would do to rural livelihoods?”  He said that 

KAP studies are often considered participatory, but he wanted something that 

was “really participatory” and that might help meet FAO’s goal of establishing 

more active surveillance at the community level. 

 
The Third Epidemiological Transition 

For some background about how “community participation” could 

eventually be retooled to become “community-based surveillance,” it is useful to 

back up at least to the revisions of the WHO’s International Health Regulations 

(IHR), finalized in 2005.  And to that end, perhaps it makes sense to back up a 

little further. 
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Most infectious diseases can be traced to domestication of animals or the 

encroachment of human activities on animal habitats.  The conventional 

schematization of epidemiological transitions foregrounds reconfigurations of 

human-animal relationships associated with changes in food production and 

consumption.  According to this schema, the first transition began thousands of 

years ago with the domestication of animals, creating the conditions for the 

emergence of infectious diseases like measles, tuberculosis, influenza, and the 

common cold.  The second transition began with the industrial revolution and 

associated changes in lifestyle, sanitation and public health practices, 

environmental exposure, and longer life expectancies resulting in the rise of 

chronic diseases like cancer, heart disease, and diabetes.  By the middle of the 

20th century, scientists and policymakers were publicly optimistic about the 

triumph of new technologies over the world’s most troublesome infectious 

diseases.  However, the last three decades have witnessed a reversal of 

common sense as a multitude of old and new infectious diseases have emerged 

as significant threats on a global scale (Murphy 1994; Satcher 1995), resulting in 

what Barrett et al. (1998) characterize as a “third epidemiologic transition” to 

emerging and reemerging infectious.  Never before in history have so many new 

diseases appeared in such a short span of time, with an average of more than 

one new infectious disease emerging per year for the last thirty years, virtually all 

from animal sources, wild and domestic.   

The globalized disease pool has crossed a threshold, a “third 

epidemiological transition” to emerging infections of global significance 
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(Armelagos, Brown, and Turner 2005; Barrett et al. 2006; see Farmer 1996 for a 

critique of the idea of new emerging infections).  While a number of factors have 

contributed to this epidemiological transition, the vast majority of new infections 

in recent decades have been traced to human encroachment on animal habitats 

or drastic changes in modes of livestock production.  During the last decades of 

the 20th century, high-profile outbreaks of infectious disease—including 

HIV/AIDS, cholera in Latin America, pneumatic plague in Asia, and viral 

hemorrhagic fevers in Africa—as well as the intractability of endemic diseases 

like tuberculosis and malaria, highlighted the basic inadequacy of the World 

Health Organization’s International Health Regulations (IHR), which had not been 

significantly modified since they were first issued in 1951 (Gostin 2004).  

International diplomacy related to infectious disease extends as far back 

as the European cholera epidemics of the 1830s, culminating in the First 

International Sanitary Conference in Paris, France, in 1851.  Over the second 

half of the nineteenth century, multiple conferences were held on the issue of 

international borders and infectious disease, though formal conventions did not 

emerge until the International Sanitary Conventions on cholera and plague were 

adopted in 1892 and 1897 respectively.  In the early 20th century, multilateral 

institutions were established to enforce the new conventions, resulting in multiple 

autonomous organizations with little real power (Gostin 2004:2624).  The World 

Health Organization, the first international agency established by the United 

Nations, adopted the first “global” International Sanitary Regulations (ISR) on 

July 25, 1951.  The ISR were renamed the International Health Regulations in 



72 

 

1969, modified in 1973 to address cholera and again in 1981 to reflect the global 

eradication of smallpox.  Until the revisions initiated in 1995 and finalized in 2005, 

the IHR applied only to cholera, plague, and yellow fever (Gostin 2004).  In the 

last decades, the IHR were increasingly disparaged as irrelevant and inadequate 

to challenges associated with “the jet age.”  After its establishment in 1995, “the 

World Trade Organization (WTO) became the central…regime for international 

law on infectious diseases […] and the WTO’s powerful dispute settlement 

mechanism made WTO more important for infectious disease control policy than 

the discredited IHR” (Fidler 2003:286).20   

Not coincidentally, in 1995 the World Health Assembly (WHA) instructed 

the WHO Director-General to revise the IHR to expand the scope of regulations 

from a narrow selection of identified infectious diseases to include an indefinite 

threat of “emerging and reemerging infectious diseases.”21  The resulting efforts 

included the establishment of WHO’s Global Outbreak Alert and Response 

Network (GOARN) in 1998 (formalized in 2000; see Heymann and Rodier 2001) 

as well as an innovative provisional framework adopted in January 1998 which 

contained crucial provisions allowing for the use of non-governmental data 

sources.22  WHO maintains that GOARN has helped the organization identify and 

respond to hundreds of outbreaks since 1998, including cholera, meningitis, 
                                                 
20 See Dezalay and Garth (1996) on the ascendance of trade regulations as a 
means of addressing infectious disease concerns. 
21 World Health Assembly, Revision and Updating of the International Health 
Regulations, WHA48.7 (May 12, 1995); see also WHA48.13, defining “emerging 
and re-emerging infectious diseases.” 
22 World Health Organization, Provisional Draft of the International Health 
Regulations (Geneva, Switzerland: World Health Organization, January 1998). 
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hemorrhagic fevers, viral encephalitis, and anthrax (Heymann 2002).  As several 

legal scholars have pointed out, GOARN and the 1998 provisional framework 

actually operated in contradiction to the terms of the IHR until the latter were 

revised and officially adopted in 2005 (see Fidler 2003). 

 
“SARS changed everything” 

In late 2002, a corona pulmonary virus jumped the species barrier and 

began infecting people in southern China. The virus was unwittingly transmitted 

from mainland China to Hong Kong, from where it spread rapidly throughout 

most of Southeast Asia as well as parts of the Americas and Europe, ultimately 

affecting 27 countries between November 2002 and July 2003, with 8,273 known 

cases and 775 deaths (a case-fatality rate of 9.6 per cent) worldwide (WHO 

2004).  The virus which caused the disease—now known as Severe Acute 

Respiratory Syndrome (SARS)—had a profound impact on global governance 

and international cooperation related to infectious disease control.  Some legal 

scholars have characterized SARS as the “first post-Westphalian pathogen” 

representing “the coming-of-age of a governance strategy for infectious diseases 

more radical than any previous governance innovation in this area of 

international relations” (Fidler 2003).  SARS had a profound impact on the global 

role of the World Health Organization, which regarded the response to the 

epidemic as a “roll-out” of ideas formulated over the previous eight-year effort to 
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revise International Health Regulations.23  By most accounts, “in the wake of 

SARS, infectious disease control has emerged onto the ‘good governance’ 

agenda that developed in other areas of post-Cold War international relations” 

(Fidler 2004).  After a series of revisions and intergovernmental negotiations 

shaped by the experience of SARS, the new IHR were finalized and adopted 

May 23, 2005.24   

Fidler and Gostin argue that the new IHR represent “an historic 

development for international law and public health” (2006:85).  Among the most 

consequential changes, the authors note that the new IHR expand the scope of 

the regulations to an “all-risks approach” to public health threats whatever their 

source.  The authors also highlight the explicit incorporation of human rights 

principles of dignity, autonomy, and privacy, including informed consent 

provisions; an overall shift in emphasis from trade calculations to human health 

risks; new requirements that state parties develop and maintain internal 

surveillance and response systems (rather than systems limited to points of entry 

and exit); strict notification requirements including a decision instrument to guide 

states in determining what disease events need to be reported; data and 

verification provisions which allow for the use of unofficial sources of information; 

and declaration and recommendation powers allowing WHO to declare public 

health emergencies and issue recommendations with or without state 
                                                 
23 World Health Organization, Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS): 
Status of the Outbreak and Lessons for the Immediate Future (Geneva, 
Switzerland: World Health Organization, 2003). 
24 World Health Assembly, Revision of the International Health Regulations, 
WHA58.3 (May 23, 2005). 
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cooperation.  This context of the revised IHR and diffusion of new international 

norms and technologies set the stage for the possibility of something like 

“participatory community-based disease surveillance.” 

 
Arrival in Phnom Penh 

Mr. P, the newest FAO Driver at the Cambodia office, was waiting for me 

when I got off the plane at Phnom Penh International Airport.  We smiled at each 

other wildly, since each smile must outdo the other, and we shook hands heartily, 

a practice that has recently been embraced by many urban Khmer.  He did not 

waste any time.  “First, we will go to the hotel to drop off your bag.  But we must 

hurry to the office so you can meet everyone.  Dr. Guy, the team leader, is in 

Thailand to pick up some supplies we cannot get in Phnom Penh, but you will 

meet him soon.”  

Before I could stop him, Mr. P grabbed my backpack and shoved it into 

the back of an old, beat-up white pickup truck with the blue UN logo, Fiat Panis, 

(“Let there be bread”) pasted on the hood and doors.  A sticker of Super Moan 

(Super Chicken) was displayed on the tailgate, smiling and flexing his healthy 

cartoon muscles in order to “raise awareness” about an important new disease in 

Cambodia: pdash sai back sey.  Super Moan made his debut in Cambodia at the 

November 2006 Water Festival and has been spreading his messages about 

healthy behaviors ever since.  Versions of Super Chicken have also been 

developed for Thailand and Laos (Super Kai and Super Gai); Vietnam added a 

duck for a sidekick, which may have been clever since a key message was that 
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ducks can carry and spread the virus to chickens and people without showing 

symptoms themselves.  Of course, the choice of a duck for a sidekick to a 

chicken might also be criticized to the extent it undermines the message that was 

meant to be conveyed by adding the sidekick in the first place: keep your 

chickens and ducks separate, a virtual impossibility for the average backyard 

farmer.  

At the time I arrived in Cambodia, organizations like the World 

Organization for Animal Health (OIE) and FAO were still officially working with 

the unwieldy acronym Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza of the H5N1 subtype 

(HPAI-H5N1).  Later, when I was working more closely with UNICEF, WHO, 

multi-sectoral working groups (including FAO), and a regional NGO dedicated to 

“disaster preparedness,” the terminology had changed to the less unwieldy terms 

of Avian and Human Influenza (AHI) or occasionally Avian and Pandemic 

Influenza (API).  In this dissertation I take these seemingly minor changes in 

mere terminology as significant events indexing chimerical changes in what 

Thucydides famously called “the human thing.”  These changes in acronyms 

index important transformations in the way international and transnational 

institutions are approaching the problem of the spread of the H5N1 virus and 

other new emerging infections.  In the last chapter of this dissertation I describe 

the historical assemblage of the framework called One World/One Health in 

which a new acronym (re)emerges.  Of course, these sorts of changes in 

bureaucratic or technical terminology and the proliferation of acronyms are not 

always noteworthy events; the question is the reason for the change, the 
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difference it makes, and its overall significance within the assemblage of 

institutions and actors involved in the problematization as it changes over time.25   

Mr. P continued talking as we jumped in the truck.  He had to open my 

door from the inside since the passenger door handle was broken.  It being the 

hot season, there was a conspicuous lack of air conditioning and I could not 

suppress the thought: is this the vehicle we will be spending the next two months 

stuck in as we traverse the far corners of the country?   

We sat in the airport parking lot for an awkward minute until I realized that 

Mr. P was not going anywhere until I buckled my seatbelt.  “UN rules,” he 

explained.  And then the smiling young man throttled down the streets into the 

heart of Phnom Penh, nudging families on scooters onto the shoulder of the road 

with gentle honks.  As we forced our way onto broad Monivong Boulevard, we 

passed a passenger on the back of a scooter using a homemade intravenous 
                                                 
25 Foucault’s concept of problematization is a technical term that “does not mean 
the representation of a preexistent object nor the creation through discourse of 
an object that did not exist.  It is the ensemble of discursive and nondiscursive 
practices that make something enter into the play of true and false and constitute 
it as an object of thought” (Foucault in Rabinow 2003:18).  Gearing the concept 
to the terrain of “the contemporary,” Rabinow continues: ‘Events problematize 
classifications, practices, things.  The problematization of classifications, 
practices, things is an event.  A sensibility to constant change, and a certain 
pleasure in it and feeling of obligation to grasp and participate in the 
transformations, constitute one mode of modernism.  This sensibility takes the 
mode of a keen awareness that the taken-for-granted can change, that new 
entities appear, that our practices of making are closely linked to those entities, 
that we name them, that we group them, that we experiment with them, that we 
discover different contours when deploying questions and techniques.  When this 
mode becomes reflexive, it becomes an aesthetic [quoting Racjman] “not of taste 
nor of beautiful appearance but of the invention of new sensibilities, new 
concepts, new techniques and ideas of technique in response to those 
incommensurabilities that question our practices and that eventalize our relation 
to them.”’ (Rabinow 2003:67).  
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drip made from a broomstick, a plastic two-liter soda bottle, and some rubber 

tubing. 

“Dengue,” the driver explained.  “People cannot afford to stay in the 

hospitals.”  These homemade IV drips would become a familiar sight in the 

coming months, as Phnom Penh and other regional cities experienced one of the 

worst seasons of dengue outbreaks on record.   

Mr. P explained why we were in such a hurry.  “Yon, the Emergency 

Programme Coordinator, will need to meet with you right away.  The Ministry is 

raising last-minute questions about the study, and we also need to be at a 

community forum in the northwest in just a few days, a two-day drive from here.  

We will need to be on the road to Battambang by early morning since it is not 

safe to drive after dark.  And UN rules forbid it,” he smiled.    

Once he closed the door to his office, the Emergency Coordinator did not 

waste a moment.  “We have many things to do today.  Soon we are going to a 

community forum near the western border with Thailand, and the second day will 

be on very bad roads.  I hope you do not get car sick.”  My buttocks involuntarily 

clenched at the thought of hours off-road in the dilapidated truck the driver used 

to pick me up at the airport.26  Yon continued, talking almost faster than I could 

follow.  “First, you and Dr. C, one of our technical advisors, are going to WHO 

offices to make a few introductions and then interview interpreters.  I need to go 

to the Ministry of Agriculture to clear up some last minute problems.  I am afraid 

they want to involve someone from the government in the fieldwork project.”   
                                                 
26 The SUV we used was a well-maintained recent model with working A/C. 
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As I had done in Bangkok before accepting the job in Cambodia, I 

expressed my emphatic desire to keep Ministry folks entirely out of the 

community recruitment and data collection process.  Among other things, I was 

concerned that it would compromise our research interactions and distort our 

findings.  “Yes, yes,” Yon agreed.  “Besides, I really don’t think we will have room 

in the car for another person.”  He promised to take care of it. 

Yon asked if I had “settled in” at my hotel just a short kilometer down the 

street, one of a handful of hotels FAO uses to host its local contractors and 

visitors.  I did not really settle in, but I did drop my bags off in my clean, air-

conditioned room on the top floor, which had an ashtray on the nightstand and 

smelled like smoke.  Looking out over the city, there were no skyscrapers yet27, 

but there were a handful of similar, nondescript, tall concrete buildings in the 

vicinity, most in various stages of recent construction.  These new hotels were 

mainly built to serve the people and organizations who work in the neighborhood, 

which my friends in Phnom Penh call “NGO-land,” but most of the locals call 

Boeung Keng Kang.   

The consultant hotel was promised to be one of the cheapest used by 

FAO, but I was paying out of pocket from my daily per diem, and I was 

determined to find something much cheaper.  Fortunately, during my fieldwork in 

Bangkok the previous months, I met an employee of a well-known NGO who had 

                                                 
27 I heard rumors that the government just approved a Korean company’s bid to 
build Phnom Penh’s first skyscraper by 2011.  See 
http://camblogdia.blogspot.com/2008/03/skyscraper-to-change-city-skyline-
phnom.html 
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an apartment in Phnom Penh to sublet for the summer.  At first I hesitated at the 

offer, worried about the location.  “Not a problem at all,” she assured me.  “The 

flat is right in the heart of NGO-land, near Independence Monument.  It is a rental 

space in a local home, with a great family, and is even closer to the FAO offices 

than most of the big hotels.”  Of course, I jumped at the offer.  And it turned out 

that some of my earliest data on cockfighting and urban household poultry 

production came from the weekend gambling operation run by my downstairs 

neighbors.  I had a night or two in the hotel, where I admit I abused the cable; I 

just needed to wait until the day we were to depart to pay the landlord cash up 

front for the keys to my simple, safe, upstairs apartment with lots of fans, three 

balconies, and great views.  The only cigarette smoke floated in as an 

occasional, almost-already nostalgic waft from the men playing pool on the tables 

downstairs out front of the three-story home.     

 
“Welcome to Cambodia” 

The drive up Highway 5 was long and gave us all an opportunity to get to 

know one another.  We left a little late because I had to move into my sublet 

above the fighting cocks.  The driver could not hide his dark look when he 

realized that we would probably be forced to drive a bit after the sun went down. 

The point of the expedition was to go pick up Dr. Guy, the Team Leader for the 

AI Project, at the border with Thailand, and then drive about half a day off-road to 

a community forum near the border.  “We should not be leaving so late,” the 

driver said kindly, smiling.  “This is one of the busiest and most dangerous roads 
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in Cambodia.  There are lots of accidents because,” as he said, "the road is not 

painted."  Before we left on our expedition to the community forum near the Thai 

border, we had a meeting with all of the FAO Trainers for Village Animal Health 

Workers.  Nine were able to attend the meeting and they each were assigned to 

parts of the country to train veterinary extension workers.  At this meeting, we 

identified the best places in the country to go, the different sorts of production, 

and the best points along regional “market chains” to focus on during the study 

(Hickler 2007). 

As we drove north on the Highway I started to understand why it might be 

a dangerous road and what the driver meant when he said it was “not painted.”  I 

was thankful that the driver, Mr. T, clearly knew what he was doing.  He was not 

afraid to muscle past those who would use our side of the road to travel in the 

opposite direction.  At one point we passed the aftermath of a particularly 

gruesome-looking motorcycle accident.  I asked if we should stop, basically 

assuming we would.  But the driver was unequivocal, “No way.  We do not know 

what happened and we are really not allowed to stop.  It could even be a trick.  

People sometimes pretend to have accidents and then a team comes out to rob 

those who try to help.  Even if we had time, we will not stop.  Do not worry; 

someone will do something to clean up the mess at some point.”  I thought: I 

have barely been in the country for a couple of days and I have already seen 

what I assume was a dead body.  When I mentioned this, Yon looked at me and 

shrugged, “Welcome to Cambodia.”   
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Much to our driver’s chagrin, we arrived in Battambang a little after dark.  

The plan was to sleep and then get up early to go northeast to check out regional 

markets (which are most active early in the morning) in Banteay Mean Chey.  

Afterward, we would take the road west to the Thai border in order to pick up the 

Avian Influenza Team Leader, Dr. Guy.  The closer we got to the Thai border, the 

more cars and scooters and motorcycles we saw without license plates.  “Stolen 

from Thailand,” the driver explained, “This is the only way many of these people 

could ever afford a new scooter.  If you are in Bangkok and your car gets stolen, 

you can bet that it is already in Cambodia by the time you even notice it is gone.”  

One of my Khmer colleagues rolled down the window a few times and inquired 

about prices for scooters.  “Maybe someday for my son,” he explained to me in 

English.   

On the morning trip to the markets, Yon got a call on his cell phone from 

Dr. Guy. Our Team Leader had just been hospitalized for dengue in Bangkok.  

He was not the first or last dengue casualty in FAO’s national office that summer.  

Within a week, the FAO scientist (AI Laboratory Expert) in charge of building 

laboratory capacity had to be flown to Bangkok to be treated for “breakbone 

fever.”  When he left, he looked ten years older than the day I met him just weeks 

before.  He recovered nicely, but I admit I was thankful we spent the majority of 

our time out of the cities in the rural provinces where dengue is less prevalent.  

My occasional layovers at FAO national offices in NGO-land between expeditions 

to the country-side were usually divided between catching up on work and over-
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vigilantly smashing every Tiger mosquito unlucky enough to cross my line of 

sight.   

One down to dengue, we explored the live bird and “wet markets” (where 

live birds are slaughtered to order on the spot).  Yon joked that he wished the 

videographer were here so we could make a movie about “what not to do.”  We 

asked if anyone ever took measures like wearing gloves or covering their mouths 

with a krama or surgical mask and the vendors universally said no, they did not.  

One mentioned: “They came around and passed out masks a couple times over 

the last couple years, but no one would wear them because it will scare away the 

customers.”  Other vendors laughed in agreement. 

After we received the news about Dr. Guy, we nonetheless decided to 

continue to the border to see if we could learn anything about cross-border 

poultry trade.  We learned a number of things.  I learned not to take pictures at 

this particular checkpoint or people in uniform will yell and force you to delete the 

pictures.  We also learned that most of the poultry that passed through this sort 

of highway checkpoint was already processed and frozen in vertically-integrated 

production facilities near Bangkok.  One guard said, “If you want to see live 

poultry, all you need to do is drive a little bit that way or a little bit that other way 

and you will eventually see informal livestock movement across the border.  Well, 

you might not see it right now, but it is happening.”   

Of course he was right.  We made several stops at these “border points” 

where we often could hardly tell where one country ended and the next one 

began.  At some of these border crossings we encountered the familiar sight of a 
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scooter weighed down with live poultry tied together at the feet, gathered from 

neighboring villages to be delivered to local markets, regardless of whichever 

political territory the dispersed suppliers and the more centralized market 

happened to be on.  For the most part, the directional flows of people and 

animals are “pumped” by price differentials often characteristic of state borders.  

After we visited some border crossings, large and small, we started down the 

bone-jarring, off-road journey to the site of the forum.  Early in the drive Yon 

explained to me that I was basically forced on him by the ECTAD regional office 

and he did not expect me to be able to contribute much.  He told me: “Your job is 

to understand culture and beliefs about diseases and death so that we can 

convince people that they should do things differently in order to live?  But the 

people in Cambodia know all about death; people here die all the time.  This 

really is a land of ghosts.  We have seven or eight cases now of people dying 

from AI?  This is like a joke in this country!  And there are so many NGOs, so 

many agencies, and so many messages.  And everyone thinks that their 

message is the most important!  The question I want you to answer is what is 

really important to the Cambodians themselves.”  I took Yon at his word and did 

my best to give him what he asked for within the scope of my job description.  He 

was ultimately happy with the results (“…perhaps you weren’t such a waste of 

money after all…”), but he was also not ready to listen to some of what I had to 

say about what community members wanted for themselves (“…that is not a 

problem for FAO, that is more of a political problem.”).   
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Later that afternoon, we ate lunch at the scrumptious porridge stand of Mr. 

T's niece, “Lucky.”.  He told the story of how when her mother, his sister, was 

pregnant, she lived far away and something went wrong with the delivery.  Some 

passing young Khmer Rouge soldiers with a truck took her to the hospital.  

“Otherwise the baby would have died.  That is why her name means Lucky!”  

Weeks later the same driver told the story of how he escaped forced labor on an 

irrigation ditch as a 12 year-old kid (“mostly because there was not enough 

food”), walked for over a week of nights across almost the entire country to find 

his family.  With help, he eventually found his parents’ commune, but then the 

Khmer Rouge found him.  He smiled and even laughed as he told the story of 

being humiliated and tortured by the soldiers with sticks and tree ants.  He 

described an arbitrary game where he was forced to draw a string, and the 

number of knots would determine whether he lived or died.  Then he joked, “It 

was the same ants you ate in the sauce at the BBQ last night!”  Laughs all 

around.  The Khmer people I worked with did not hesitate to talk about their 

personal experiences in the last few decades in Cambodia, in the sense that I 

almost never pushed the issue and yet many of my colleagues were eager to 

share stories about their lives and the plights of their families.  The stories were 

almost always told with a smile and a laugh, or at least a final twist of 

redemption.  When I asked people about what seemed to me like levity in the 

face of horror, several people said something to the effect of “we have already 

cried too many tears.” 
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When we finally arrived at the community forum, I was relieved to see that 

Yon chose not to read the entirety of the extended technical diatribe the team 

leader had apparently planned to read.  When every word you are broadcasting 

to a couple hundred people is going to be simultaneously translated phrase by 

phrase, and FAO was just one of many participants, an eight-page technical 

speech was clearly too much.  The distorted loudspeakers and the alternating 

back and forth between Khmer and English made me long for the days of the air-

conditioned workshop in Vientiane when it was just a matter of headphone 

choreography.  Yon made it short and straightforward; he stuck to the key 

behavioral messages promoted by FAO and other UN agencies and he made 

sure to express gratitude to the hosting NGO and the attending officials from 

government ministries.  He stressed that there would be a chance to ask 

questions after all of the speakers take their turn, and encouraged people to think 

about the questions they want to ask. 

I estimate roughly two hundred people showed up for the event, and 

everyone was handed a bag including yellow t-shirts featuring Super Moan—the 

sort for which all of the IEC money was being used.  Early on, several people 

next to me appeared to be grumbling about the t-shirts.  I asked the driver what 

the deal was.  He laughed and said the people are asking, “Why are all the t-

shirts Thai royal yellow?  Is this a Thai organization putting on this event?"  The 

color choice was probably unwise given national suspicions regarding more than 

just poultry movements across the border.  The over-amplified megaphone 
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annoyed the driver even more.  “It is just like the days of the Khmer Rouge,” he 

complained.   

It did not take us long to conclude that this format of community forum was 

in many ways ill-conceived, perhaps especially since we were in an area that 

was one of the last strongholds of the Khmer Rouge (and where some of its 

geriatric leaders still live or have died while awaiting trial).  I mentioned 

something I read in a report to the effect that the idiom of collective action was 

popularly discomforting in a post-Khmer Rouge environment that still distrusts 

anything cooperative, much less collectivizing or communal (Ear 2005).  Yon 

pushed my shoulder, “This is why we need an anthropologist!  Too many of these 

decisions are imposed from the top without adapting to the reality of the situation 

in the country, on the ground.  Of course,” he continued, “it is not as if we are just 

figuring this out.”  Yon had many insights and opinions about the futility of 

expertise in development projects—too many to go into here.  Undeterred by the 

color of the shirts, we put them on and joined the crowd, many of whom also 

eventually put on their brand new shirts.   

As people were setting up for the community forum, the organizational 

staff and speakers were invited to lunch in a nearby wooden house.  The entire 

event was catered by Khmer women.  The only woman who shared food and 

formal, linguistically difficult conversation with eighteen men sitting in the shade 

on a raised wooden floor was an Australian representative from a well-known 

INGO.  We all ate well; many of the dishes involved various parts of what must 

have been quite a few local chickens.  After lunch I had to use the bathroom and 
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I started walking away from the crowd for what I considered a reasonable amount 

of privacy.  I didn’t get very far before several people started shouting at me 

loudly, clearly indicating I should stop.  Apparently, organizers had discovered 

two suspected land mines (unexploded ordinances--UXO) that morning while 

setting up the tents and stage for the community forum that day.  “Don’t worry, 

they are blocked off until the event is finished.”  Sure enough, by the end of the 

day, a massive vehicle the likes of which I have never seen—prominently 

branded with a Japanese flag and designed especially for UXO disposal—

showed up on the scene and parked down the road to wait for everyone to leave.   

Yon playfully scolded me about walking near the edge of the road to use 

the bathroom earlier, especially in a part of the country where UXO are still not 

uncommon.  “I told you, man” he said pointedly, “welcome to Cambodia.  There 

are ghosts everywhere.”  He clearly enjoyed getting out of the capitol for a few 

days, but as we talked about the question-and-answer session, he expressed his 

dissatisfaction with the format of the “community forum,” in which an NGO invites 

and organizes representatives from multiple institutions, including government 

Ministries, other NGOs, and experts from UN organizations to speak to an 

audience of a couple hundred people who, as Yon and others pointed out, either 

feel obligated to attend since government members are present, “or they come 

for the free stuff.”  The turnout was better than expected, and the free stuff 

included the familiar Information, Education, and Communication (IEC) shirts, 

posters, booklets, and soaps featuring our hero, Super Moan. 
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As promised, the second part of the community forum invited members of 

the audience to stand up in front of one of several microphones so they could ask 

questions of the line of ten or so panelists who sat behind a table on a stage.  

Yon and I both took notes on the questions and answers.  It was clear that 

community members knew there was something killing poultry that was also 

potentially harmful to humans (posters telling them so were all around us), but it 

was also clear that people’s priorities as expressed in their questions were often 

simply outside the scope of available answers that could be stated publicly by the 

assembly of officials and experts seated at the table.  Many people asked about 

their other livestock and whether they could get sick from pdash sai back sey.  

The technical answer that yes, occasionally the H5N1 virus can affect many 

types of mammals, including a tiger at a zoo, caused mass confusion.  It took the 

speakers a while to calm everyone and stress that what matters was that people 

keep ducks separate from chickens, separate new poultry before introducing 

them to the flock, and try to make sure that pigs and poultry do not share space 

because pigs could help the poultry virus infect humans.  These are not easy 

ideas to explain because they are composed of a bedrock of understandings so 

settled, even cemented, that we hardly recognize we are standing (or otherwise 

acting) on them.  The line of questioning was dropped, though I find it impossible 

to believe the audience considered the matter clarified.   

Later, on the drive home, Yon said the trip was worth it, even if we could 

not pick up Dr. Guy at the border.  He was mostly upset because it meant the 

Emergency AI Program would still not have a needed power adapter only 
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available in Bangkok that can convert the electric current between a car battery 

(via the cigarette lighter) and a small refrigerator in order to maintain the “cold 

chain” needed to keep a sample cool as it travels from a remote location to a 

laboratory capable of the required tests.  Yon said no matter, it was good that I 

“got the flavor” of the country.   

I did not know it then, but I also got a sense of where things stood in terms 

of raising awareness about avian influenza in the Mekong, even as a new 

generation of even “more participatory” forms of governmental techniques were 

being developed and deployed in places affected by AHI.  I did not know then the 

extent to which I was participating in these changes.  I was originally annoyed at 

having a videographer along with us for the study.  Since I could not use the 

footage for my own analysis, I saw it as an imposition that could only affect our 

interactions and data (not that I did not truly enjoy the videographer’s company 

and ideas).  I did not realize then how the video would ultimately be used in 

multiple ways, one of which was to prove or demonstrate the importance of 

utilizing “community participation” in controlling emerging infections. 

Employing participatory, community-based approaches to managing 

animal diseases is not entirely new.  There are several manuals on “Participatory 

Epidemiology,” and some popular tools are freely available (Mariner and Paskin 

2000).  The difference with AHI is that with participation comes the demand to 

open up the household and make it into an instrument of government.  Many of 

the elements for community-based surveillance were in place since the 1990s, 

but SARS, the revised IHR, and events like the reemergence and spread of 
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H5N1 have created novel arrangements to deal with the problem of emerging 

infections that are designed to be different from place to place and region to 

region, but are also systematized and stabilizing in important ways that I will try 

to better diagram shortly.   

 
Alleviating Poverty by Making Markets in Animal Health 

The possibility for the “participatory” management of animal diseases in 

the Mekong was long based on the model set out by the Global Framework for 

the Progressive Control of Transboundary Animal Disease (GF-TADs), in which 

local “Community Animal Health Workers” (CAHWs) are trained by NGOs and 

now FAO in cooperation with the state.28  I was given a mostly-off-the-record 

assessment of the CAHW system in all of the GMS countries except China.   

CAHWs in Cambodia (called Village AHWs) are styled and trained as 

village-based entrepreneurs who assist and provide technical support to farmers 

for improvement of animal health and production “for a reasonable price.”  Since 

1996, most village-based veterinary trainings were facilitated by the Department 

of Animal Health and Production (DAHP) and several NGOs operating within the 

common sense of the Livestock Revolution.  Later, in 2001, a sub-decree on 

CAHW regulation was established “to create jobs, alleviate rural poverty, and 

enhance animal productivity.”  Add that to the accelerated expansion of trainings 

through a massive infusion of capital, human and otherwise, as well as the 

involvement of FAO since HPAI-H5N1 went panzootic in 2005, and now, as of 
                                                 
28 FAO uses the generic term Community Animal Health Workers (CAHWs) to 
refer to veterinary extension workers, but each country uses its own term. 
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February 2009, there are more than 14,000 people in history who have been 

trained as CAHWs in Cambodia.  Just over 1,600 of the trainees so far were 

women (8.8%), and most of these had been trained in the last four years since 

the involvement of FAO.  Yon casually estimated that only five or six thousand 

trainees still did any work related to their title (since they receive no other 

compensation except what they can drum up through the local market, which is 

usually not much).  As of early 2009, the selection criteria for training to be a 

CAHW in Cambodia included being at least 18 years of age, of Khmer 

nationality, and being “accepted and respected in village.”  At one of my last 

meetings with Yon in Phnom Penh, I pointed out that these last two requirements 

obviously come into conflict in minority and indigenous communities.  He said, 

“That is a problem of policy.  Maybe we can do some limited advocacy on these 

matters, but there is only so much FAO can accomplish.  We have made 

progress with training women, but I don’t see anything changing in the northeast 

[where many indigenous communities live].”    

Lao PDR, which has a very different “indigenous problem,” managed to 

keep its CAHWs to a three-letter acronym: Village Veterinary Workers (VVWs).  

In Laos, almost 10,000 CAHWs have been trained between 1993 and 2008. 

Interestingly, per a common strain of Communist ideology, over 40% of CAHWs 

are women in Laos. As in Cambodia, CAHWs are encouraged through loose 

regulation to be a sort of entrepreneur who delivers animal care advice and 

disease treatment.  According to ministry officials, CAHWs can be called upon to 

coordinate with village authorities and farmers to organize vaccination 
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campaigns.  Moreover, they are required to record the village livestock data and 

report disease outbreaks to the district livestock office.  CAHWs participate in a 

short training on basic animal care and earn meager income for services from 

farmers and incentives from NGOs.  Ministry officials in Laos noted that the main 

challenges for the CAHW system are the country’s ethnic and linguistic diversity, 

lack of quality control for drugs and vaccines, and lack of a working “cold chain” 

for moving temperature sensitive samples from remote areas to a suitable 

laboratory.  Ministry officials acknowledged that low income and frequent 

migration of young CAHWs to the cities were common problems with the system. 

I worked with an anonymous NGO in northwest Laos on a project that was 

meant to link poverty alleviation and animal health in some of the poorest and 

most remote communities in the country.  Here is what two prominent people 

involved had to say about the system and the problems of sustainability and 

making markets. 

M: “We expect CAHWs to implement all of these initiatives that global 

bodies have recommended.  CAHWs are supposed to be part of the state 

but they are not paid because the resources simply aren’t available.  So 

now we have all these NGOs and projects paying them to do this work, 

resulting in a system that is simply not sustainable.   

 

There’s this total disconnect between the district level, where the state 

actually pays their veterinary health workers, and the village level, where 

we are expecting people to be these sort of outreach workers that do not 

get any sort of returns or incentives for it.  And we [NGOs] try to 
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implement these sort of revolving health schemes for the CAHWs that are 

expensive and ultimately unsustainable. 

 

It needs to be determined whether CAHWs are part of the state, or are 

private enterprises.  This was one of the primary results of the workshop in 

Bangkok last week.  It’s kind of the crux of the whole system working.  

What do you expect these people to do?  As NGOs we are piloting these 

systems where we do not pay CAHWs to do disease surveillance and 

community awareness campaigns, which you could argue is the 

responsibility of the state.  We are expecting them to do all this work, but 

we are not expecting them to be paid.   

 

B:  The way I see it, there are two things that can work: animal care and 

vaccinations.  If they are done in a commercial way, these things can 

work.  As long as people can see the benefits.  Because there is certainly 

a demand [for healthy livestock]. 

 

M: For vaccinations, yes, it can work.  But can it work for disease 

surveillance? 

 

B: Animal care can work as well in a commercial way, if we can provide 

the medicines that are effective and people can see the benefits.  But as 

for the other part of what we expect them to do, this is the difficult part.  

For example reporting [animal sickness and death] will only work if people 

think they will receive a benefit.  

 

M:  But in the case of chickens the only solution is culling, people coming 

in and killing them all.   
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Community-based participatory approaches  

The rise of community-based disease surveillance in the Mekong was built 

upon the limited infrastructure and budding ecologies of expertise implemented 

for years under GMS-TADs.  The expansion of participatory epidemiology 

beyond existing veterinary extension networks results in a form of what Nikolas 

Rose calls “government through community,” albeit a form quite distinctive from 

the contexts Rose uses as empirical terrain to explore configurations of power in 

Anglophone liberal democracies.  But Rose’s concept can be adapted and 

applied to the Mekong, because, “Whilst the term ‘community’ has long been 

salient in political thought, it becomes governmental when it is made technical” 

(Rose 1999: 175). Importantly, Rose distinguishes his analysis from sociologies 

of government or development that depict governing through community as “the 

colonization of a previous space of freedom by control practices…Rather, in the 

institution of community, a sector is brought into existence whose vectors and 

forces can be mobilized, enrolled, deployed in novel programs and techniques 

which encourage and harness active processes of self-management and identity 

construction, of personal ethics and collective allegiances” (Rose 1999:176).     

The dominant criticism of participatory development mechanisms 

foregrounds a kind of anti-politics by which controversy, critique, and resistance 

become “rendered technical” and depoliticized (Li 2007; Ferguson 1994).  Thus 

participation is seen as both a legitimizing function and a practical mechanism by 

which experts arrogate the right to rule.  No doubt the rubric of participation was 

part of the means by which the World Bank worked to reestablish its legitimacy 
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through institutionalizing forms of auto-critique, reflexivity, and oversight after 

some of its more catastrophic failures.29  Leaving questions of ideology and 

legitimacy aside for the moment, the next chapter explores how the stakes of 

expertise and participatory, community-based management of disease, extend 

from market chains and communities to the interior of households and the gender 

of the animal disease.     

                                                 
29 See Mallaby (2004) regarding how the World Bank under Wolfensohn used the 
symbols, idioms, and techniques of “participation” to configure itself as the target 
of critique both to re-establish the legitimacy and even improve the efficacy of its 
clumsy rule of experts. 
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Chapter Three 

The Gender of the Animal Disease 

I was sitting at a crossroads in northwest Laos in early 2009 and many of 

the themes of the last few years of fieldwork were all around me in the form of 

children, poultry, poultry products, and pigs.  It was not an extraordinary 

crossroads; what struck me were the ways in which it could be characterized as 

an ordinary small town in the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS). 

There were the young women selling eggs and fried chicken at the small 

store across the street, and there sat the even younger girl selling eggs to my 

left, sharing the precious shade of a small wooden sang taew30 stop with me and 

my dirty backpack.  Throughout the Mekong, poor families rely on locally-

produced poultry and poultry products as important household assets that require 

minimal investment yet can be sold or eaten in times of need (and/or events of 

celebration).  More recently, household poultry production has been globally 

promoted—at least in the sense that FAO and OIE produce global “technical 

recommendations”—and implemented through a variety of collaborative projects 

to improve food security and alleviate poverty by providing opportunities for 

household income generation.   

                                                 
30 Literally “two-benches,” named for the ubiquitous vehicles in the area, one of 
which dropped me off at the crossroads.  I use the term “crossroads” purposely, 
both because it is a literal translation of one term for the place I was sitting and 
waiting, but also in reference to Deleuze and Guattari (1987:432): “The town is 
the correlate of the road.  The town exists only as a function of circulation, and of 
circuits; it is a remarkable point on the circuits that create it, and which it creates.  
It is defined by entries and exits; something must enter it and exit from it.  It 
imposes a frequency.  It effects a polarization of matter, inert, living, or human.” 
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The distinction between the terms ‘woman’ and ‘girl’ used in the first 

sentence of this paragraph can be used to index a specific sort of paradox of 

unintended consequences common to many development projects that rely on 

market-oriented techniques to reduce poverty through promoting household 

income.  I have already explained how household poultry production has been 

promoted in pro-poor development policies.  Indeed, in our many household and 

community surveys, women and children clearly relied on poultry and poultry 

products to increase family income.  See Photo #2. 

 
Photo #2 - Women and girls selling eggs at a market.   
 

On the other hand, there is compelling anecdotal evidence that indicates girls are 

more likely and more severely affected by losses of household assets in 

disasters.  There are also studies that show that some families receiving 

microcredit for household enterprises like poultry and egg production may be 
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more likely to pull girls out of school to help with the family business.  See Photo 

#3. 

   
Photo #3 – Girl selling eggs.  Studies and plausible stories indicate that girls may 
suffer disproportionately when there are household losses of assets.  The 
intimate biological transaction between girls and women and poultry due to 
handing and preparation of products puts them at elevated risk of H5N1.  
 
This irresolvable conflict linking gender and poverty, combined with recent 

concerns about global pandemic associated with H5N1 altogether put gender 

and ethnicity at the center of the crucible of problems linking biosecurity (animal 

disease control), animal health, food security, and poverty reduction in the GMS.   

In an interesting twist in the long story of the mutual involvement of 

humans with their animals, the biopolitics of governing populations has turned 

animal diseases into “gendered” diseases, in the sense that efforts to control 

emerging zoonoses draw upon particular ideas about gender roles, 
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responsibilities, and the gendered biological-symbolic domains of household and 

market.  Both FMD and AHI have disrupted the idea of the household as a single 

economic unit with common objectives and access to resources by highlighting 

household divisions of labor in terms of responsibility for and handling of 

livestock as well as control over and access to resources.  Illustrating the 

contemporary linkage between biosecurity and poverty reduction, women and 

children are now at the forefront of efforts to prevent human transmission of 

avian flu as well as to mitigate the adverse consequences of animal disease 

control activities on rural communities.  FAO employs experts to analyze the 

gendered dynamics between household members, animals, biological materials, 

resources, and markets, both when identifying risk-factors as sites of behavioral 

intervention and when evaluating the adverse impact of biosecurity measures on 

communities. 

To generalize, foot-and-mouth disease (FMD) affects species of livestock 

that are usually under the financial control of men in rural parts of the Mekong, 

though recent research suggests women are more involved in the care of grazing 

livestock than previously assumed.  In contrast, highly pathogenic avian influenza 

(HPAI) primarily affects domestic poultry like chickens and ducks, animals that 

FAO and partners promote as additional sources of household income for adult 

women and as mechanisms to improve nutrition and access to health and 

education for girls.  Like the animals affected by FMD, poultry are subject to 

increasingly scrutinized divisions of household labor by age and gender in terms 

of ownership, care, and handling.  The prospects of global pandemic and 
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economic devastation associated with AHI and FMD render gender and age in 

terms of risk-factors and sites for behavioral intervention, since men, women, and 

children are understood to interact with animals, environments, and markets in 

different ways.  This chapter focuses on the gendering of spaces, animals, and 

microbes associated with transnational “biosecurity” (animal disease control) 

projects, and how these in turn transform ideas about gender and its significance 

for infectious disease control. 

Integrated in the study of agro-economic characteristics, the analysis of 

gender relations is now considered crucial for national and international 

interventions in rural areas, since access to, control of, and benefits from 

resources are understood to be based on social relations within communities and 

households.31  Knowing who is responsible for what roles in relation to different 

species of domestic livestock is considered of foremost importance for the fight 

against AHI and FMD as well as efforts to mitigate the adverse consequences of 

animal disease control efforts on rural communities.  In the Mekong, both men 

and women contribute to different aspects of household production.  The gender 

roles vary according to the agro-ecological system, type of farming systems, and 

                                                 
31 There is a growing body of evidence demonstrating that men, women, and 
children are affected differently by disasters.  For example, in northern 
Bangladesh, during the cyclone of 1991, more casualties were reported among 
women than men as a result of warning signals not reaching women because of 
social constraints associated with care of children and livestock at home. During 
the post-disaster period, due to their multiple roles, women suffered a sharp 
increase in workloads. When home gardens and livestock were washed away by 
floods, women lost their income-generating activities, whereas men were more 
able to seek work outside of the home.  See Moser (1993) for a classic 
discussion of the history and importance of gender in development. 
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crops grown, and are interlinked with livestock and fish production as well as 

opportunities for off-farm occupations. Several studies carried out in the region 

indicate a general pattern of gender roles showing that in the Mekong women 

have a central role in many aspects of livestock and poultry production.  For 

example, an analysis by Desai (2001) indicates that except in aquaculture (fish 

farming, often integrated with rice production), participation of rural women 

parallels that of rural men and is much higher with regard to grazing livestock 

production than previously assumed.32 

Different members of a household can have different or even contradictory 

interests with regard to agricultural production and livestock. Studies show that 

processes of decision making in households and in communities are complex 

and dynamic.  Women have been shown to influence the type of household 

involvement in farming or breeding activities, the type of constraints to 

productivity, the division of labor and handling of livestock, and household access 

to and benefits from resources (Moser 1993).  Although male and female farmers 

have many things in common, they often experience distinct problems when it 

comes to caring for livestock and controlling livestock diseases.  Different 

species of livestock play different roles in household production systems and are 

owned and cared for by different individuals in the household. Generally, the 

average number of animals owned by women is less than those reportedly 

owned by men in the Mekong. While women more often own chickens and 

                                                 
32 See http://www.fao.org/docrep/005/ac685e/ac685e04.htm for a synthesis of 
Desai’s and others’ findings. 
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ducks, men are more likely to own goats, cattle, and buffalo. Therefore, women 

tend to have fewer sources of income or exchange than men do.  Furthermore, 

different members of a household generally have different entitlements to food in 

the region, often based on customary practices.  In general, food entitlements are 

determined by the endowments (land, labor, and livestock) of an individual or 

family, and the amount of food they can acquire through trade and/or production.  

The type and range of animals owned by different households, and by men and 

women within households, also vary according to levels of poverty.  

 
Is FMD to men as AHI is to women? 

Foot-and-mouth disease and avian flu are exemplary pathogens for 

investigating the intertwined destinies of people, their animals, and their animals’ 

diseases.  Both diseases illustrate not only “humans as animals” (in the ability of 

zoonotic diseases to jump species) and “humans versus animals” (in the 

problematic entrenchment of zoonoses in domesticates), but also what Sarah 

Franklin calls “human via animals,” in their extraordinary ability to transform 

human social and political formations over time (Franklin 2007:201).  The history 

of foot-and-mouth disease probably extends to the earliest days of human 

dependence on animal husbandry.  The disease has been regarded as a 

scourge around the globe at least since the 18th century, and is deeply woven 

into the history of nations and empires, as documented by scholars in contexts 

as diverse as Argentina, Mexico, southern Africa, Australia, New Zealand, 

Turkey, and the United Kingdom (cf. Clutton-Brock 1999).  Extraordinarily 
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infectious, foot-and-mouth disease affects almost 70 species of cloven-hoofed 

mammals, including those animals responsible for some of the most drastic 

social and environmental changes in human history: grazing livestock like sheep, 

cattle, and goats.  Though the virus can be transmitted to humans, it is not 

considered a significant threat to human health.  The innocuousness of the 

disease in humans reflects the long and intimate evolutionary history shared by 

people, their grazing livestock, and their livestock’s diseases.  For hundreds of 

years FMD has adversely affected the livelihoods of people who depend on 

grazing livestock as assets and sources of draught power and rental income.  

More recently, FMD has come to pose a multibillion-dollar threat to globalized 

markets, multinational corporations, and national trade interests. 

Because FMD affects animals that are more often under the financial 

control of men, efforts to detect and control the disease have generally targeted 

men, whether through official state channels or informal patronage networks.  I 

spent weeks of interviews learning how this worked in Burma to reach a mere 

estimated quarter of the territorial population.  Many other Burmese, especially 

indigenous peoples who suffer to this day from the internationalization of internal 

conflicts in the GMS during the Vietnam War, are not only neglected by the 

military government, but are actively persecuted.  Projects to disseminate training 

and information about FMD in the region have employed traditional men’s 

meetings in Burma and Lao PDR as well as official hierarchical networks 

extending from central government ministries to province, commune, and village 

authorities in Cambodia, Thailand, and Vietnam.   
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Avian influenza is also not a new disease in human history.  Though only 

a fraction of strains can infect humans, a few have been responsible for the 

biggest human influenza pandemics of the 20th century.  One particular strain, 

the H5N1 virus, has been extraordinarily devastating to poultry and markets 

since 2003 and now looks set to be entrenched for the time being in much of 

Asia and the Pacific as well as parts of Africa and Europe.  For just over a 

decade, the H5N1 strain has demonstrated its ability to infect humans with an 

alarmingly high incidence of mortality.  Like foot-and-mouth disease, avian flu 

poses a particular dilemma for organizations like FAO because it affects the very 

animals promoted in “pro-poor” livestock policies.  Village chickens and ducks 

provide pest control, manure for rice beds and vegetable gardens, as well as 

feed for fish when raised on top of ponds in an integrated system. They also 

have an important cultural value and are used in many festivals and ceremonies 

throughout the region. In the Mekong, poultry health in particular can make the 

difference between household nutritional security and deprivation.  Since 

chickens require the lowest capital investment and have the shortest production 

cycle of any livestock species, household chicken production has been promoted 

by the FAO and partners to deal with problems ranging from food security to 

mitigating the effects of HIV/AIDS on communities to gender inequalities in 

access to education and household resources.  

All the countries of the GMS have large proportions of their rural 

population living below the poverty line for whom livestock rearing represents an 

important contribution to household livelihood.  Chickens are the most popular 
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and most democratic livestock species raised by households. The impact of any 

change in domestic flock size is greatest in poorer communities and particularly 

amongst women, who often rely on domestic poultry to provide for basic needs 

such as food, hygiene, clothing, medications, and schooling.  There is anecdotal 

evidence throughout the Mekong that in villages affected by HPAI (and therefore 

HPAI containment measures), school enrolment of girls has decreased as 

families no longer have the resources to send both boys and girls to school. 

There is also a growing awareness that women do not constitute a single 

homogeneous category.  Factors such as age, marital status, ethnicity, and class 

are understood to modify the range of problems faced by men and women. Poor 

women often have different livelihood strategies and needs depending on the 

agro-economical area or the community they belong to, but also within the same 

community. The need for cash to deal with economic transactions can drive 

commercialization of subsistence production, such as women selling their home 

produce, small livestock, and home-based food in local markets and urban 

centers.  Livelihood studies indicate that women over the age of 50 spend most 

of their day doing housework and caring for young children in Laos and 

Cambodia.  Younger women play a key role both at home and in the fields, often 

sharing crop and livestock activities with men.  In addition to age difference, 

seasonal variations affect the livelihood patterns of men and women in rural 

areas. Eight to ten hours can be dedicated to fieldwork during the busiest 

agricultural season, whereas during the slack season women often undertake 

vegetable production and other income generating activities. These aspects are 
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only recently being taken into consideration when discussing strategies to 

increase biosecurity in household production systems.  

The need to communicate with populations that have previously been 

ignored by or at least had limited access to urban elites is reconfiguring actual 

and ideal relations between city and countryside and citizens and the state in the 

Mekong.  For hundreds of years, domesticated animals have shaped the 

histories of nations and radically transformed the physical environment of 

continents.  For the last several decades, development agencies working in the 

countries of the GMS have championed household livestock and poultry 

production as vehicles for poverty reduction, better nutrition, and food security in 

the region.  While there have long been expressions of concern that livestock 

sector growth was rapidly exceeding regional capacity to monitor and manage, 

recent outbreaks of avian influenza and foot-and-mouth disease deemed to pose 

“global” threats to human health and industry have created a transnational 

efflorescence of professional experts working on the now-interlinked problems of 

food security, poverty reduction, and “biosecurity” (animal disease control) in the 

region.  These experts are often called upon to evaluate the importance gender 

considerations in their assessments and recommendations.   

In particular, recent outbreaks of HPAI-H5N1 in the GMS have 

necessitated the pioneering of strategies and messages that can effectively 

reach populations that have traditionally been excluded from formal and informal 

institutions of public life in the region.  At the same time, these efforts draw on 

and enact ideas about gender that are anything but pioneering.  The importance 
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of HPAI disease control efforts for “gender-in-the-making” extends to both men 

and women.  One of scores of examples is a popular karaoke spot in Cambodia 

entitled “Take care of the chickens like you would a girl,” which features two 

famous Khmer comedians and has been broadcast on television and circulated 

on compact discs throughout rural provinces of the country with high human and 

poultry population densities. 

Man 1: (talking to hen in a bamboo cage) Oh my black hen, hurry to lay 
eggs.  Have pity on me, otherwise my girl will belong to someone else. 
 

Man 1: (singing to woman) Darling, you look so beautiful.  Your skin is 
white as cotton, your cheeks are as red as a rooster fried with ginger, and 
your hair is as black as Muscovy duck down. 
 

Woman: (singing to man) Wow, you sure are a sweet talker, but all you do 
is beat around the bush.  Beware of bird flu (pdash sai back sey) that 
could kill your ducks and chickens!  Then you will be sorry. 
 

Man 1: (to woman) That won’t happen to my animals, because they are 
my dowry for our wedding.  They are under my protection all of the time. 
 

Man 2: (talking to man 1) Hey, what have you done?  Why are your 
animals so healthy? 
 

Man 1: It’s easy, I have separated chickens and ducks.  They are not 
mixed. […] And if some of them are sick I quarantine them so they won’t 
pass the virus around to others.  If I buy new chickens or ducks I 
quarantine them for at least two weeks before I put them with old ones. 
 

Man 2: Wow,that is a good idea. 
 

Man 1: Well, that is the way I do it.  But more important than that, 
whenever I touch them or their waste, I wash my hands right away 
because I don’t want to pass viruses on to other people, especially my 
future wife. 
 

Man 1: (singing to woman) Oh my darling, if you would agree to marry me, 
when I have money from selling my birds I will surely propose to you.  
(Rooster crows loudly) I will ask to marry you in the dry season. 
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Woman:  Man, you are more than just a sweet talker, you are full of 
wisdom.  I will make good food that will make you strong.  I will roast, fry, 
and boil eggs for you every day!33 

 
The karaoke spot was criticized in an article in the Phnom Penh Post for 

targeting men when it is often women and children who are responsible for 

tending to domestic poultry, while men are most intimately and biologically 

involved in the care of fighting cocks.  These criticisms reflect a growing 

awareness that many technical solutions associated with animal disease control 

have ignored women’s actual needs, even when these solutions were thought to 

be specifically directed at women.  In particular, efforts to improve household 

biosecurity by separating poultry species and keeping poultry in enclosures tend 

to increase women’s workloads to the point where the measures are not viewed 

as practicable (Hickler 2007).  FAO and partner organizations argue that 

appropriate technologies must be designed that take into account women’s 

responsibilities and workload but also the potential impact of technology on their 

status and economic control over resources and property (Moser 1993).  Many 

IEC materials target women as the people responsible for keeping children from 

playing with live and dead domestic poultry.   

To update the current state of AHI communication via karaoke in 

Cambodia, I will quote a recent email I received from one of the trainers for 

CAHWs in Cambodia regarding a follow-up karaoke spot that addresses some of 

the concerns about gender.  He wrote: “Now we have another edition. The first 

                                                 
33 Thanks to Mouyry and Virith for independent translations of this karaoke song. 
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karaoke talks about the man's dream of having time to sing and say loving words 

with a woman [about how he takes good care of his chickens] in order to fulfill his 

dream [to propose in the dry season].  Then we initiated to produce another 

karaoke.  The second song describes a happy family, with two children, who 

have many healthy birds and become the key family in the village. The wife 

continues to explain and inform the people about the danger of AI, etc.”  Perhaps 

in response to arguments of journalists and social scientists, this figure of a sort 

of sensible housewife who imparts wisdom to her neighbors and family about AHI 

is now common in IEC material throughout the GMS. 

 The strategies of appealing to masculine roles of family protector and 

feminine roles of domestic care-taker are also common in many IEC materials.  

UNICEF and the Academy for Educational Development (AED) recently 

produced an hour-long movie about avian influenza for use in Laos entitled, “A 

Father’s Heart.”  In this film, a father ignores the pleas of loved ones to follow 

basic prevention measures his daughter was taught in school and his soon-to-be-

wife learned from a government-trained Community Animal Health Worker 

(CAHW).  He refuses to buy a separate chopping board for raw poultry, instead 

spending the money on vanity, painting the outside of his house.  He also 

conspires with local men to smuggle their beloved fighting cocks to a neighboring 

village in order to avoid culling by authorities.  The audience watches as his 

daughter dies from bird flu, his neighbor’s flocks are decimated, the community 

turns on him, and his would-be wife leaves him for the Village Animal Health 

Worker.  He is even haunted by a ghost of his ancestors.  At the risk of spoiling 



111 

 

the ending, it all turns out to be a dream.  Thus, another intractable male realizes 

the folly of his ways.  The movie is entertaining to watch and was reportedly quite 

a hit at community showings. 

 The cultural intractability of males is a common theme in efforts to stop the 

eating of under-cooked poultry products.  Authorities in Laos have put significant 

energy into addressing local practices of using raw eggs for “jamu” (traditional 

medicine), in which middle-aged and old men crack an egg and drink it raw 

(sometimes mixed with honey) in order to get strength and virility.  Likewise, male 

consumption of duck blood pudding in Cambodia and parts of Vietnam has been 

the target of education and awareness campaigns.  In many cases, young girls 

are clearly the actual audience; their job is to stop their fathers from eating raw 

and undercooked eggs, as well as blood pudding in many places (see Figure #2). 

 
Figure #2—Lao IEC pamphlet for girls and women regarding food preparation 
techniques.  The page on the right addresses egg hygiene and implores women 
to stop the male practice of “jamu,” which involves consumption of raw eggs.  
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Another set of avian influenza messages targets men regarding 

cockfighting, an activity that is common throughout much of Southeast Asia.  

Cockfighting is a man- and boy-dominated activity.  In my observations, cocks 

are the only poultry to consistently be kept in bamboo cages rather than let out to 

scavenge for food during the daytime.  My downstairs neighbor in Phnom Penh 

(who once confided to me that his cock was more important to him than his 

wife—an anecdote I heard on several occasions) actually kept his fighting cock in 

an air conditioned room on days he deemed to be too hot, and he occasionally 

rented the cooled room for other people’s birds.  Whereas the average chicken 

can be purchased for between 10,000 and 16,000 reils ($2.50-$4.00 US) some 

fighting cocks can cost hundreds and even thousands of US dollars.  There is 

clearly a significant international trade in fighting cocks, but very little information 

exists about these networks.  Cock fighting is a concern for FAO and other 

organizations trying to prevent animal-to-animal and animal-to-human 

transmission of H5N1.   

In Geertz’s famous essay, Notes on the Balinese Cockfight, he asked 

what could be gained by “examining culture as an assemblage of texts?” (Geertz 

1973:448).  While I could never claim the ability to read culture as if it were texts 

“over the shoulders of those to whom they properly belong” (1973:452), I did 

manage to learn that Geertz got the basic structure and mathematics of the 

gambling right, at least as it goes for main bets and side bets in Cambodia and 

East Timor.  But Geertz was making a larger argument against functionalist 

interpretations of the Balinese cockfight that would have it serve to “reinforce 
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status discriminations.”  In a time when Anthropology was stuck between what 

Geertz calls “psychologism” (i.e., phenomenology) and a structuralism based on 

old equilibrium models of closed-systems and equilibrium metaphors of 

organisms and institutions, Geertz turned instead to hermeneutics, literary 

interpretation, and texts to argue that the “function [of the cockfight], if you want 

to call it that, is interpretive: it is a Balinese reading of Balinese experience, a 

story they tell themselves about themselves” (1973:448).34  Anthropology has 

come a long way since many social scientists managed to work themselves 

beyond the puzzling choices of phenomenology, structuralism, and 

hermeneutics,35 and I was in Southeast Asia watching cockfights for an entirely 

different set of reasons than to make sense of a culture by assuming such a thing 

exists and then analyzing whatever it comprises.  I was watching, photographing, 

and—if throwing a little money in on some side-bets counts—participating in 

cockfights, because they are an exemplary site for witnessing human-animal 

transactions, biological and affective, and for assessing the significance of these 

transactions from several points of view.   

FAO is concerned about cockfighting for many reasons.  Usually, before 

and after a fight, new potential contenders are mixed together, creating 

                                                 
34 Geertz puts it clearly: “To put the matter this way is to engage in a bit of 
metaphorical refocusing of one’s own, for it shifts the analysis of cultural forms 
from an endeavor in general parallel to dissecting an organism, diagnosing a 
symptom, deciphering a code, or ordering a system—the dominant analogies in 
contemporary anthropology—to one in general parallel with penetrating a literary 
text” (1973:448). 
35 See Dreyfus and Rabinow (1983) for a clear explanation of all three 
philosophical starting points, and suggestions for how to move beyond them. 
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opportunities for poultry-to-poultry transmission of influenza viruses.  Fighting 

cocks are rumored to travel as far up as the Golden Triangle into China and 

Burma, all the way down the Indonesian archipelago into East Timor.  The 

relationship of the birds with their owners is quite intimate and during the fight 

owners (and often the children of owners) clean bleeding wounds and put their 

mouths over the beaks of cocks to blow air into them, creating multiple 

opportunities for human transmission of the deadly virus (see Photos #4 and #5).  

In what must surely count as a significant moment in the history of the “contract” 

between humans and poultry (see Haraway 2008:267, 381n6), community 

activists in Thailand actually fought for and got legal passports with picture IDs 

and detailed descriptions of physical characteristics and lineage for fighting cocks 

so that they could avoid culling in cases of outbreaks of H5N1 (see Safman 

2009).  

 
Photo #4 – Cocks wear razor sharp blades.  The fights do not usually last very 
long, but can get quite bloody. 
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Photo #5 – 
Boy tending to 
a wounded 
cock.  Young 
boys are at 
risk of animal 
to human 
transmission 
of H5N1 
because of 
their biological 
and emotional 
intimacy with 
fighting cocks.   
 

 

Governing Cultural Difference in the Mekong   

 Laos and Cambodia have taken very different approaches to governing 

through community when it comes to community-based surveillance.  In 

Cambodia, Khmer people have been thoroughly nationalized, and have a 

common sense of identity.  Khmer people share many beliefs and can identify 

folk figures in common.  One series of posters developed by UNICEF in 

Cambodia depicts the popularly recognizable figure of a benevolent spirit 

(boramey) in the form of a hermit (look ta eysei) or wise hermit (neak sachan).  

The communications director of FAO’s Emergency AI program in Cambodia 

explained that “Ta Eysei [is] an all-knowing immortal man who lives in the forest.  

Ta Eysei makes wishes come true and dispenses words of wisdom, magic, and 

advice to kings and commoners alike” (personal communication).  In a survey of 
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boramey spirits in Cambodia, Didier Bertrand writes: “Possession by a hermit 

boramey is very calm.  As a sign of wisdom and plenitude, the boramey listens, 

gives advice, and reminds people to live by good moral [Buddhist] virtues” 

(Bertrand 2001:35).  In one version of the poster the word “danger!” is 

prominently featured and Ta Eysei is warning two young children not to touch 

dead poultry.  The background includes an image of a traditional wooden house 

on stilts, signifying the typical rural household, and a list of hotline phone 

numbers to be used to report sick or dead poultry to authorities.  We asked about 

whether anyone used the hotline, but even some chiefs explained it was too 

expensive.  Unlike in Laos, calls to the emergency hotline at the time were made 

at the callers’ expense.  The second version of the poster features the text 

“handwashing=health,” and depicts Ta Eysei teaching the smiling young children 

the virtue of hand-washing.  The background includes the national symbol of 

Angkor Wat in the background, summoning the historical greatness of the Khmer 

nation in the name of personal hygiene.  See Figure #3.   
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Figure #3—Ta Eysei dispenses wisdom regarding AHI to Khmer children. 
 

In contrast, the recently unified country of Laos is faced with the problem 

of governing people and their animals in a context of exceptional cultural and 

linguistic diversity, especially in the rural highlands.  In ethnically diverse Laos, 

there are no single folk figures or national symbols that resonate in the poorest 

parts of the country, so national communications and community-based disease 

management strategies take a very different form in Laos than they do in far 

more homogenous Cambodia.  Instead of drawing on shared cultural heritage 

and national symbols, Laos has used the idea of “celebrating diversity” rather 

than consolidating national identity to promote awareness about AHI (see Photo 

#6 from the Hmong New Year Celebration). 
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Photo #6—Launch of National 
AHI Hotline at Hmong New Year diversity celebration.  Mobile phones are 
accessible in many parts of the GMS.  The hotline was first successfully used by 
members of a highland indigenous community to identify an outbreak of HPAI-
H5N1 not long after I left Laos in February, 2009.  Using the hotline, the virus 
was detected before any children died. (Photo credit: Anton Schneider)  

 
In Cambodia, after the death of a young girl in Kampong Speu in April 

2006, UNICEF initiated a series of multi-sectoral meetings on bird flu in 24 

provinces of Cambodia chaired by Provincial Governors. Local authorities and 

school officials were mobilized by the Ministry of Education and Ministry of 

Interior to quickly disseminate the key information and messages through 

schools and other channels at their disposal. The Ministry of Interior also 

instructed all Provincial Governors to take the lead in ensuring key information 

and messages are spread through all channels at their disposal. Buddhist 

monks, Muslims imams, and Christian priests were used as messengers for the 

prevention of transmission of the H5N1 virus.  
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In contrast, in Laos there is strong government reluctance to use monks in 

AHI campaigns because of simmering popular resentment of previous efforts to 

transform monks into teachers of socialist doctrine, especially in the countryside.  

This is very different from Cambodia, where monks in the north seem to have 

embraced the role and may be having success in a country where the monks, 

who suffered greatly under the reviled Khmer Rouge, are popularly revered.   

 
Situating governing through community participation 

It is important to locate the recent history of women, men, avian flu, and 

foot-and-mouth disease within a broader complex of events in the linking-up of 

poverty alleviation and biosecurity: debates about ownership and authorship 

(e.g., Indonesian and other countries’ concerns about sharing samples); the 

globalization of “participation” and “informed consent”; the shift from neoliberal 

faith in global capital markets and state downsizing to emphasis on “capable 

states,” good governance, institution building, and community partnerships; and 

the simultaneous shifting of state responsibilities “up” to international 

organizations and “down” to a decentralized network of (ideally) more “locally 

accountable” service providers and non-state organizations.  The point is that in 

the midst of it all, common sense ideas about men, women, public, private, and 

even nature and culture are in formation. 

Efforts to control FMD and HPAI draw upon a preexisting density of 

cultural understandings about men, women, and children and their relations to 

the gendered domains of the market and the household, reworking some of 
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these ideas in consequential ways.  Furthermore, efforts to reach women and 

ethnic minorities regarding avian influenza and foot-and-mouth disease have 

necessitated the development of mechanisms to create a two-way channel of 

communication with groups that have limited access to formal and informal 

institutions of public life in the Mekong.  Transnational efforts to control two 

extraordinary animal diseases are transforming national institutional domains and 

creating new relations between (gendered) citizens and states in the region.   

Waiting at the crossroads in Laos also gave me a moment to pause and 

reflect on the curious and sometimes singular “dolly mixtures” (Franklin) and 

“significant otherness” (Haraway) that seemingly grow out of and continue to 

arise from human-animal-environmental-microbe associations, perhaps 

especially in the last few decades of industrial agriculture and capital-intensive 

bio-sciences (and associated anti-markets).  I would add to recent calls for 

reexamining the importance of “the animal” in the human sciences by further 

examining significant relations between different types of animals.  Along with 

many other anthropologists of science, I would also reemphasize how often 

pathogens have asserted themselves in many ancient and contemporary 

imbroglios in consequential ways.36  On the dusty journey in the sang taew to this 

crossroads, the significance of the relationship between animals and their people 
                                                 
36 As mentioned previously, scholars in science and technology studies (STS) 
have used the language of agency to characterize the ability of non-human 
actors or “actants” to assert themselves in natural-cultural imbroglios.  Haraway 
has argued that the challenge is to give these Significant Others—whether 
human, animal, or microscopic—an agentive point-of-view in the synthesis of the 
anthropological text, or at least to treat them as the subjects of history that they 
are.  
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was literally held before my eyes.  In addition to lugging around several 

enormous bags and boxes, a father and son bothered to carry with them a small, 

wild, green bird in a fragile-looking wooden cage with water and food.  They 

laughed when I took interest enough in the bird to take a picture at the man’s feet 

and then he held it up for me to get a better look.  Unfortunately, the boxes in my 

lap did not allow me to get a picture of the half dozen chickens and couple of 

ducks that were hastily tied to the roof of the vehicle for a short part of the ride 

between Luang Prabang and the crossroads of Xieng Ngern.  How much 

depends on the shades of difference—and violent lines of rupture—between 

poultry, pets, and other companion species?   

 
Recombinant Solutions 

Like almost everywhere in rural and peri-urban areas of the Greater 

Mekong Subregion, domestic poultry wandered about freely, searching for food.  

Chickens scavenged almost up to our feet, occasionally making a mad dash 

across the dusty intersection or into the restaurant, only to be chased out by the 

owner.  Pigs, dogs, and a couple of cows lazed in the shade of trees and under 

the wooden houses away from the road—a would-be picture of harmlessness.  

They tolerated the chicks and chickens that scavenged for food around them, but 

this mixing of species has created a situation that is now considered less than 

tolerable and far from harmless by many of my colleagues involved in preventing 

a human influenza pandemic.  Pigs and other livestock can serve as biological 

“mixing vessels” in which human and animal viruses have the opportunity to 
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exchange parts (or recombine, as RNA viruses are especially apt to do) and 

possibly create novel forms that have the ability to transmit more efficiently from 

humans to humans, a form that no human immune system has encountered 

before—precisely the conditions for an influenza pandemic.  The importance of 

non-human agency duly established, we should bear in mind that it is not just the 

current ability of the deadly H5N1 virus to “jump species” (whether through direct 

mutation or intermediary animal “mixing vessels”) but the combination of this 

ability with the recent availability of technology to characterize viruses at the 

molecular (surface enzyme) level that has precipitated such massive investment 

in and reorganization of human institutions and practical activities around the 

world in the last several years.  

At the crossroads of Xieng Ngern two other meaningful animal species, 

one mundane and ubiquitous for most people in the region (domestic poultry) 

and one charismatic, mysterious, and endangered (Asian elephants) were mixing 

in consequential ways.  I was sweating in the shade of this wooden bench 

because I was waiting to hitch a ride on a bus chartered by one of the largest 

NGOs in the world.  The bus was taking a coterie of staff and a handful of 

representatives from other agencies like the Food and Agriculture Agency (FAO) 

from their national offices in Vientiane to their respective provincial offices in a 

poor, northwestern province that shares a long border with northern Thailand.37 

                                                 
37 It is worth noting that the province was not so poor or in need of measures to 
provide food security, replacement crops, and income until the recent decades of 
the global “War on Drugs” wiped out the opium plants and livelihoods of highland 
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One of the reasons I was sitting here, waiting to tag along for the last four 

hours of a day-long journey, was freshly pasted on colorful signs attached to both 

sides of the small wooden structure.  For the fourth year in a row, a French 

conservation agency was putting on the 2009 Elephant Festival in the modern 

country that comprises the reduced territory of the ancient kingdom of Lan Xang, 

the “kingdom of a thousand elephants.”  The NGO with which I was hitching a 

ride was hitching a sort of ride itself.  It was piggybacking, so to speak, on the 

enormous popularity of the Laos Elephant Festival by setting up a booth 

dedicated to a less charismatic species—domestic poultry—in order to raise 

community awareness about the risks of Avian and Human Influenza (AHI) and 

to promote practices intended to reduce these risks.   

Though I was interested in observing these awareness-raising activities, 

the reason I was invited along for the ride was to facilitate a training session on 

qualitative research methods to assist the “community-based management” of 

bird flu.  Though technologies of translation like Rapid Rural Appraisals (RRAs) 

and more recently Participatory Action Research (PAR) have been around for 

decades, over the last few years I have observed and participated in an evolving 

form of human and animal disease surveillance that has arisen largely in 

response to the emergence and subsequent entrenchment of the H5N1 subtype 

of avian influenza in several continents since 2005.  Instead of the usual reliance 

on clinics and formal networks of authority and reporting, community members 

                                                                                                                                                 
farmers, the majority of whom are ethnic minorities.  See High (2008) for a 
nuanced discussion of past and current debates about resettlement in Laos. 
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themselves are now being enrolled in an apparatus of disease surveillance that 

draws upon and promotes specific ideas about illness, disease transmission, the 

nature of bodies and death, relationships between people and between people 

and their animals, and the question of people’s responsibilities as members of a 

national (or minority) community and as citizens of a state.   

The history of “participatory disease surveillance” exemplifies a theme in 

this thesis; global solutions often have humble roots in local problems.  The germ 

line of the idea that would eventually evolve into (PDS) grew out of the 

exigencies of small-scale, community animal health programs in Africa.  

Engagement with community members required that technical assistants work 

closely with livestock-keepers.  These “ethno-veterinarians” eventually coined a 

term for the semiotic material produced through the intimate transactions with 

“local” communities and their animals: Existing Veterinary Knowledge (EVK).  

Participatory epidemiology took a decisive turn with the invention of “participatory 

disease searching,” which launched participatory surveillance techniques from 

local to “global” as it was integrated into the Global Rinderpest Eradication 

Program in 1994.38  “Participatory disease searching” is a form of surveillance 

that works through transactions with traditional information networks to track 

down and diagnose outbreaks of infectious disease (Mariner and Paskin 2000).   

Soon after, “participatory disease searching” was successfully applied to a 

broad range of diseases, particularly in Pakistan.  The work in Pakistan 

contributed to scientific understanding of the devastating disease, rinderpest, 
                                                 
38 GREP info at: http://www.fao.org/ag/againfo/programmes/en/grep/home.html 
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also commonly known as “cattle plague” (Broad 1993).  Rinderpest has shaped 

the course of world history more than most animal diseases.  It caused the 

famines that fanned the unrest that rather quickly culminated in the French 

Revolution.  At the end of the 19th century, the introduction of rinderpest to sub-

Saharan Africa killed 80-90 percent of the region's cattle, leaving weakened and 

often starving populations completely vulnerable to European colonialism.  On 

November 30, 2009, FAO published a press release heralding the imminent 

likelihood of what would properly regarded as a truly momentous event in history: 

“In animal health circles, it's the equivalent of the Apollo 11 moon landing: some 

time in the next 18 months, FAO jointly with the World Organization for Animal 

Health (OIE) and other partners will officially declare one of the most devastating 

animal diseases known to man, rinderpest, as eradicated.  It will be the first time 

in history that humankind has succeeded in killing off an animal disease and only 

the second time a disease has been consigned to the dustbin as a result of 

human efforts. (The first was smallpox, in 1980.)”39  Rinderpest even makes a 

cameo in the disciplinary history of Anthropology when Evans-Pritchard 

suggested the disease played a role in Neur social organization.   

The concept of participatory disease searching was eventually broadened 

to become ‘participatory disease surveillance’ (PDS).  PDS has been used in 

rural, peri-urban, and urban settings in Africa and Asia in order to control FMD as 

well as another disease that can be devastating to the livelihoods of communities 

dependent on goats, peste des petits ruminants.  HPAI has recently joined the 
                                                 
39 Press release: http://www.fao.org/news/story/en/item/35548/icode/ 
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elite list of animal diseases employing participatory engagement, but the form 

and nature of that participation has changed as the conflict between controlling 

emerging infections of global significance and improving the livelihoods of 

smallholders in the Mekong has seemingly forced the experts to confront the 

gender of the animal disease.   

Sitting at the crossroads, as I fixated on the chickens and their antics, my 

cell phone rang, prompting giggles from the girl selling eggs beside me.  M., the 

national Avian Influenza Coordinator for the NGO I was working with said they 

were around the corner (one of two) and I should meet them for a quick meal.  

The bus was packed to the very last seat; everyone was exhausted from a long 

day of travel on challenging roads.  With at least four more hours left to go, only 

part of it on pavement, people were in a subdued mood.  After hours of driving 

we eventually crossed a tributary of the Mekong on a ferry.  The water in the dry 

season was low, but the vast riverbed gave a sense of how different things would 

look in several months when the river reached the apex of its seasonal pulse. 

 The lack of a bridge at the site and lack of similar infrastructure 

throughout the country are a problem for development projects that promote 

household and community access to markets.  There are many who hope that 

within the framework of the GMS, Laos will transform from the landlocked, 

reduced territory of the kingdom of a thousand elephants, Lan Xang, into what it 

once was, a regional crossroads, “the land in between” (Evans 2002), to “change 

the image and reality of the country, from being land-locked to land-linked, 

bringing together all the countries in the Greater Mekong sub-region” (Pholsena 
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and Banomyong 2006:2).  At least one highway linking China and Bangkok via 

Laos has been in the works for well over a decade, yet no one seems certain 

whether and when it will be completed, who will bear financial and logistical 

responsibility for maintenance, and who will most benefit from the accelerated 

flows of products, biomass, and money across the borders and through the 

territory of “the land in between.”  Most likely, the principle of “beneficiary pays” 

will be applied in some form and to some degree, with China, Thailand, and 

perhaps the ADB providing a portion of the capital and technical assistance 

within Laos.  It is an interesting concept: beneficiary pays. 
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Chapter 4:  

Epidemic Oversight 

As we were leaving Seam Reap, the town where we had the original 

argument over a Thai broiler breast, our team passed a long line of families, 

mothers, fathers, and children, winding all the way down the street for blocks.  I 

asked my companions, What are all these people were waiting for?  “Dengue,” 

they replied.  As I looked closer I could see some of the homemade IV drips we 

had been passing on the roads the previous weeks.  Apparently, there was a 

clinic at Kantha Bopha Children’s Hospital nearby that was treating people for 

dengue fever without charging fees.  The length of the line was staggering.  The 

driver observed, “Look at the colors of her krama (traditional scarf).  I bet many of 

these people are not even from town.  Who knows how far they have traveled to 

get here?”  Dengue usually affects urban centers, where the vector, Tiger 

mosquitoes, can find ample puddles in which to breed.  But there are many small 

urban centers in the provinces of Cambodia, and the driver said there were only 

two such clinics: the one here in Siem Reap and another in Phnom Penh. 

When we returned to Phnom Penh just a few days later, I came across an 

article written by the Swiss pediatrician, Dr. Beat Richner, published in The 

Cambodia Daily newspaper on August 3, 2007.  The text of the article is worth 

quoting and got me thinking about another sort of epidemic oversight.  The title of 

the article was, “The Dengue Disaster: A Mirror of the Hypocrisy of the Health 

Policy for the Poor World,” and much of the target of criticism focused on the 

attention being paid to avian influenza.  It is worth noting that a Kantha Bopha 
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Hospital positively identified a case of H5N1 in a child from Kampong Cham 

province (near the Vietnamese border) in February 2007.  Dr. Richner expressed 

outrage at the timeliness of response and amount of resources that went into 

reaching out to the dead child’s family and community once the diagnosis of 

H5N1 was made.  He wrote that the names and addresses of Dengue victims are 

routinely passed on to the Ministry of Health, but there is never any response.  

The newspaper article begins:  

From January to July 2007 the Kantha Bopha Hospitals have hospitalized 
17,854 severe cases of Dengue.  […] The patients arrive from all over the 
country.  The less severe cases are not hospitalized but treated and 
followed up in the outpatient stations (3,000-4,000 outpatients per day). 
[…] Cambodia’s Dengue disaster is the worst ever seen in the world.  It is 
a national disaster, but [mostly for the] children.  […]  The management of 
the Dengue disaster is a mirror of the policy by WHO Geneva being 
described as ”Poor medical care and poor prevention for poor people in 
poor countries.”  As soon as there is a disease threatening the Western 
world the international community is pouring in the money as it is done in 
the case of Bird Flu and its prevention.  
 

The excerpt is edited for brevity, and some of the strongest language has been 

left out.  I was nonetheless struck by the similarity between the pediatrician’s 

outrage, and some of the comments we heard from communities as we were 

conducting our first weeks of research.  One female participant said:  

Why are you asking about our chickens when you say you have no 
medicine to help?  Our children are sick in this village.  Both of my children 
are sick, my neighbor’s children are sick.  I don’t know if it is malaria or 
dengue, and we do not have the money to go to the hospital.  I went to the 
pharmacy for malaria medicine, but they said I needed to buy many pills 
for both children.  I could not afford all the pills so I bought one pill for 
each.  They took them and it did not help, so I do not think it is malaria.  
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Why are you driving around asking about ducks and chickens when it is 
our children who are sick?  Do you have any medication for our children? 
    

These sorts of comments were not uncommon, but given the scope of our 

project, the reason we were there, there was little place for me to express these 

community concerns in our reports to the national FAO office, much less Ministry 

officials.  We learned many things about community priorities and concerns that 

would ultimately have no place in the final report from our participatory study.   

This sort of oversight is related to the process that Li (2007) calls 

“rendering technical,” the creation of the necessary blind spots involved in 

producing expert knowledge or information.  Li references the discussion by 

Dreyfus and Rabinow in which they provide a nice distillation of the argument of 

depoliticization by which projects for reform or improvement involve expertise 

which “effectively transforms into a technical problem […] what might otherwise 

be construed as a failure of the whole system of operation.  Political technologies 

advance by taking what is essentially a political problem, removing it from the 

realm of political discourse, and recasting it in the neutral language of science” 

(Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983:196).  Once this sort of self-referential closure of 

expert and bureaucratic systems is established, the inevitable failures and 

oversights of projects for the “conduct of conduct” become the engine driving 

further reform and oversight.  Observers must increasingly be observed, so that 

failures and mistakes might be transformed into errors, thus justifying further 

intervention but also, sometimes, enabling better understandings or catalyzing 

useful (re)combinations and innovations.  
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Earlier I touched on the institutionalization and spread of reflexivity 

through organizational audit regimes and monitoring and evaluation systems built 

into programs as one form of epidemic oversight.  Another more literal form of 

epidemic oversight is the focus on emerging pandemic threats rather than the 

diseases that have long disproportionately affected poor populations around the 

world (see Farmer 2006 and others).  This sort of myopia has been discussed by 

anthropologists before me, and many community members were glad to raise the 

issue of international (and state) neglect of their needs and wants went it came to 

their own health, the health of their animals, and the changes that have occurred 

in their lifetime in terms of options for making a decent livelihood.   

The basic idea Li (2007) calls “rendering technical,” was explored at length 

in the groundbreaking case study in Lesotho by James Ferguson (1990), in 

which he described “development” as a kind of anti-politics machine that turns 

political problems into the technical problems of experts and bureaucrats.  This 

association of techne with a retreat of politics is at least as old as the anti-

Machiavellian literature that Foucault used to eventalize40 the concept of 

governmentality in his famous course summary lecture (Foucault 1979).  This 

third sense of oversight, whereby putatively political problems like hunger 

(Scheper-Hughes 1992) and poverty (Farmer 1996; Mitchell 2002) are 

medicalized, turned into issues of public health, or otherwise depoliticized, is the 

subject of this chapter.    

                                                 
40 See interview with Foucault (2003:248-250) for a brief explanation of the 
concept, “eventalization.” 
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When we were finally back for a stopover in Phnom Penh to catch up on 

sleep and work, the operations officer suggested I get in touch with another 

Anthropologist, a Ph.D. named Dr. H from a University in Spain.  I met Dr. H with 

Yon on the rooftop patio of a restaurant near my apartment.  He was going to 

help us prepare for a trip to the Northeastern mountainous region of Cambodia, 

which is quite remote and populated by the majority of indigenous groups in the 

country.  Dr. H showed me a map that showed all the different linguistic groups 

not only in Cambodia, but throughout Laos and Vietnam.   

I could not help but compare this map with the one that Dr. Edwards 

showed me early in the research.  The lines run along similar contours, with the 

greatest ethno-linguistic diversity represented in the colorful patterns spanning 

the sparsely populated highlands of the region, and the greatest national 

homogeneity concentrated in the lands best suitable for wet-rice aquaculture 

(see Figure #3).  Large swathes of linguistic homogeneity characterize rice-

producing Cambodia, as well as the dense Vietnamese population running north 

from the Mekong Delta up the thin lowland strip along the edge of the China Sea 

and Gulf of Tonkin to the Red River Delta and Hanoi.  Laos and other highland 

areas appear as an ethno-linguistic patchwork. 
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Figure #4 – Ethnolinguistic composition of former Indochina.  Note diversity in the 
highlands and ethnic homogeneity in the more densely populated lowlands.  
 
Under the Khmer Rouge, the Cambodian government took a pastoral, nationalist 

approach to dealing with highland indigenous groups, particularly as expressed 

in their embrace of the diverse ethnicities now lumped under the term, Highland 

Khmer, “Khmer Leu.”  To this day, there are Khmer Leu who will tell you they 
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have little but an imposed moniker and shared national territory in common with 

the majority Khmer in terms of culture or language.   

Geertz’s book, “Agricultural Involution,” in which many of these same 

issues (including plantation monocultures, especially rubber) are discussed, 

could be a useful device to explain the difference between what he called 

swidden agriculture and sawah aquaculture.  In an initial chapter entitled, Two 

Types of Ecosystems, Geertz wrote of wet-rice aquaculture: “The micro-ecology 

of the flooded paddy field has yet to be written…The most striking feature of the 

terrace as an ecosystem, and the one most in need of explanation, is its 

extraordinary stability or durability, the degree to which it can continue to 

produce, year after year, and often twice in one year, a virtually undiminished 

yield” (1963:28-9).  As Geertz famously remarked, terrace systems involve the 

“fabrication of an aquarium” (1963:31).  These aquariums are used to grow rice, 

but are also integrated with household-level fish and waterfowl production 

systems.  They may also involve rental and ownership of draught animals.  

Nowadays, wet-rice aquacultural systems, which extend throughout parts of all 

the countries of the GMS, also happen to harbor a highly pathogenic strain of 

avian influenza (HPAI-H5N1).  The human-animal-ecological system Geertz 

called sawah is precisely where the red, orange, and yellow shades of predicted 

probability of HPAI-H5N1 outbreak Dr. Edwards traced on the map in his 

explanation of the dynamics of avian influenza in the GMS. 

Geertz was writing about Indonesia, but the fact is that the set of 

agricultural practices he called “swidden” is still practiced in many parts of the 
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highlands of the GMS and remains at the center of controversial resettlement 

projects and the rather illiberal ways that the countries of the GMS have 

historically dealt with their indigenous communities.41  Geertz sums up “swidden 

farming as a system in which a natural forest is transformed into a harvestable 

forest” (1963:25).  Understanding and practice of what Geertz called “swidden” 

agriculture has changed considerably in the past few decades.   

Swidden agriculture is more controversial than ever, and is the subject of 

another important complex geography of blame in the region.  "Slash and burn" 

is not an agricultural system, but an agricultural activity.  It is also often used as 

an emotive and prejudicial term to describe shifting cultivation with an often 

implicit racist geography of blame used to justify government policies of forced 

relocation.  Rotational agriculture as practiced at higher latitudes is not the same 

as shifting cultivation.  In this system of agriculture the crop is rotated to maintain 

soil fertility.  It is generally intensive and requires the application of inputs to 

function.  Shifting cultivation on the other hand is a system of agriculture that 

rotates the field rather than the crop to maintain soil fertility.42  It generally occurs 

                                                 
41 There are several factors that contribute to relocation of upland communities, 
one being the internationalization of civil wars during the Cold War in the GMS, 
which lasted for decades and the aftermath is still simmering in a few areas.  The 
other is government policies on swidden farming and the imposition of official 
village boundaries from central authorities (Vandergeest 2003).  Lyttleton et al. 
(2004) suggest that relocation is sometimes voluntary and not forced as farmers 
move in search of new opportunities for farming in the lowlands.  See High 
(2008) for a summary of controversies about resettlement policies. 
42 Swidden agriculture is practiced by rotating fields of cleared forest land, 
cultivating it for a few years then leaving it to regain fertility for several years 
before using it again. This type of agriculture has been highly criticized, stating 
that it leads to deforestation and has therefore been eliminated for commercial 
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where soils are thin, heavily leached and nutrient poor.  It is by nature extensive 

and used where population densities are low.  This is the agricultural system 

traditionally practiced by many of the indigenous groups in the highlands and 

some of the poorest regions of the GMS countries.   

In recent years in Laos and Cambodia, land transfer and land ownership 

reforms have affected highland indigenous communities adversely, since the 

majority of the people in the highlands traditionally depend at least partially on 

shifting cultivation (Cohen 2000).  Some forms of swidden agriculture are now 

derided as “backward” and “destructive,” while others are accused of leaving too 

much land “underutilized.”   Large concessions and other land deals have used 

this excuse of “underutilization” to justify the planned and unplanned relocation of 

communities (many indigenous) throughout the GMS, where an “epidemic” of 

“land grabbing” is currently occurring.  Both metaphors in this case, epidemic and 

land-grab, are commonly used.  An article from the Cambodia Daily News, 

October 13, 2009, is reprinted online and is exemplary of the popular pathos 

surrounding these metaphors and land loss.43   

 

                                                                                                                                                 
agricultural production by the government of Laos. The government delineated 
and restricted areas of forest land available for agriculture and issued certificates 
for land to be used for cultivation. One study indicates that this policy was a 
major cause of poverty to families that depended on shifting agriculture since the 
upland groups were locked into a production system under legal conditions which 
ensured inadequate land for cultivation (Dove 1983). The highland families 
ended up with decreased rice yields and some tried to recover arable land by 
encroaching on protected forest resources. These areas of encroachment have 
now been identified as “hot spots” for the emergence of new pandemic threats. 
43 http://khmerization.blogspot.com/2009/10/cambodia-epidemic-of-evictions.html 
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Rubber in the GMS 

Once we got away from the capital (or at least as far as we safely could on 

the muddy wet-season roads) in many of the villages we visited, participants 

estimated that 95% of income in the village, if not in their own household, came 

from collecting rubber.  Just as different sorts of monocultures in the form of vast 

swathes of homogenized tree plantations are making their way into the lands of 

highland-living indigenous people, the prospect of wage labor is bringing a 

diverse group of increasingly landless indigenous people to work on plantations 

from all over the northeastern highlands in Cambodia.  Table #1 shows the 

breakdown of ethnic groups in our participant group discussions in Rattanakiri.   

 
Table #1 - Ethnic Composition of Participants in Rattanakiri   

Khmer Leu Kreung Tompoun Lao Cham 

25 40 7 30 8 

 

Sitting in Phnom Penh, when we were planning our itinerary and sampling 

strategy, some ministry officials questioned the necessity of visiting these remote 

areas, because “the people are so poor, many may not even have chickens.”  I 

was surprised, then, considering the region was consistently described to me as 

remote and impoverished, to see conditions in and around the district capitol of 

Rattanakiri province that seemed oddly prosperous.      

But as we drove up the muddy roads to more remote villages, I soon could 

see that many children showed signs of malnutrition.  There were starkly visible 

economic differences between the villages close to the main provincial capitol 



138 

 

town and those villages that were more remote, near the monocrop plantations 

and vast, bald hillsides scarred by tell-tale signs of timber extraction.   

Most households reported keeping few animals, including chickens, 

saying they would either be stolen while they were away working or that they 

would be punished if their livestock were caught grazing on land leased by 

investors.  Our preliminary collection of descriptive household characteristics of 

participants would seem to support the official’s claim that these people would 

maintain fewer poultry, but we soon learned that it did not mean they were 

necessarily at reduced risk of H5N1.  Many families replicated the practice of 

keeping their poultry with them in the house while they slept, for fear that a 

hungry neighbor would come and steal their assets given the opportunity.  This 

finding is important and was well received during our debriefing in Phnom Penh; 

the risk was there after all.   

That said, most of this chapter focuses on other issues raised by 

community members about the challenge they and their animals are currently 

facing in the highlands of both Laos and Cambodia that had no place for formal 

written expression in our “participatory” endeavor.  But, as I discuss in the 

following chapter, I did eventually find a sympathetic ear for these local 

community concerns—perhaps in what would seem the unlikeliest of places: the 

“global” level of the United Nations, under the rubric of One World, One Health.  

When I raised the issue of land concessions during our national 

debriefings in Phnom Penh, I was told in so many words that the matter 

exceeded my “scope of work” and crossed the threshold from what I could say 
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with authority as an expert and passed into the realm of policy debate, advocacy, 

and political matters.  Even though it was just a few quotes and a short 

paragraph that I ultimately removed (admittedly with “consent”—though perhaps I 

should have fought harder), it felt depoliticizing, especially since it occurred 

during a process called “technical clearance” of my report that must precede its 

publication and dissemination to interested publics, including government 

partners.  I was not forced to remove the language about land concessions; it 

was simply made clear that it had no place within the scope of the project or our 

video.   

During the middle of the 20th century, “science” and “society” were 

unproblematic concepts that enjoyed a comfortable relationship.  It was assumed 

the less society interfered with science, the better for both.  Around the time of 

the Second World War, it was taken for granted that a liberal society was the 

natural habitat for science to flourish.  Social, natural, and economic expertise 

would provide the bases on which liberal government should function (Ezrahi 

1974).  Recent critiques of the relationship between what gets rendered as a 

technical problem versus what gets approached as a political problem, as well as 

recognition of the importance of the ways that the biology of humans, animals, 

and plants have become both technical and political matters, index a particular 

kind of oversight that merits stretching a metaphor: expert failure to see the 

political forest for the (technical, programmatic) trees.   
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Trees in the GMS 

The Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) was formed to facilitate better 

regional integration between already ecologically linked parts of contemporary 

Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar (Burma), Thailand, Vietnam, and the Yunnan 

province in China.  Cambodia and Laos in particular have become important 

cheap labor markets and natural resource providers (extraction zones) for 

precious woods, timber, rubber, and other tree products in addition to agricultural 

products, minerals and energy to “feed” the demand of their rapidly economically 

growing neighbors.  In the last decade, Laos and Cambodia have granted an 

untold number of large-scale land concessions to foreign investors from China, 

Thailand, Vietnam, and the Middle East.  The investors are taking advantage of 

the low labor costs, patronage politics of the purse, and ambiguous legal 

environments of the two states.  In fact, Laos and Cambodia are arguably 

currently the prime targets for land concessions and resource extraction in the 

GMS, even though the GMS agreement was designed specifically to help 

ameliorate the vast economic disparities between the old “ASEAN 6” countries 

and the newcomers from former French Indochina like Laos, Cambodia, and 

Vietnam (see Hourn and Kaplan 2000).  Cambodia and Laos are two of the 

newest ASEAN member states.   

Eager to recover from the devastation of civil war and regional strife 

associated with the Third Indochina War, Cambodia and Laos have worked hard 

to reform their land policies since accession to ASEAN and the GMS in the 

1990s.  The question of whether and how new sorts of land policies can benefit 
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communities affected by relocation or lost access to land remains a source of 

ongoing debate and sporadic violent clashes between authorities and farmers.  

Owing to the limited scope for expansive plantation development in their own 

countries, groups of investors from China, Vietnam, Thailand, and the Middle 

East are periodically scrambling to invest in large plantations in Laos and 

Cambodia.  Laos and Cambodia are now struggling to find strategies for 

agricultural development that can provide both food security and economic 

growth for their people and national balance sheets.  All these goals were once 

seen as complementary, but with the advent of avian influenza along with vocal 

critiques of land grabbing and labor exploitation, the relationship between growth, 

foreign direct investment, and livelihoods has become more explicitly 

problematized and denaturalized.  And once again, the fates of the most 

vulnerable populations are inextricably tied to the fates of their animals and their 

habitats. 

Beginning with our first night in the remote province, we often ate dinner at 

an enormous open-air restaurant on a pond on the outskirts of Banlung capitol.  It 

had the capacity to seat hundreds of people but was always practically empty.  

The entirety, including every table and chair, was made of solid, precious teak.  It 

was during these conversations on the water, sitting in a nearly empty restaurant 

made of millions of dollars of wood, and talking over a delicious “hill of fire” 

(Cambodian barbeque), that I began to make sense of what we were seeing and 

hearing on our muddy expeditions to the villages farther away from the capitol, 

nearer the plantations.   
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During these conversations it became clear that smallholders (i.e., people 

with small livestock holdings) were getting the proverbial screws tightened from 

both sides when it comes to the emergence of massive industrial plant and 

animal monocultures in the GMS.  From the highly-intensified livestock 

operations, smallholders are getting unprecedented killer viruses that either 

decimate their flocks through disease, or eradicate them entirely through 

disease-control measures.  From large land concessions, smallholders are often 

being stripped of their grazing land and source of livelihoods.  Making something 

of a mockery of the original intent of the livestock revolution, farmers are having 

their domestic livestock used against them when the communal land traditionally 

used for grazing livestock becomes the occupied property of a rent-paying 

multinational corporation or government.   

This act of “enclosure” bears a cruel irony in the highlands, since the cost 

of building the fences to keep grazing livestock away from plantation property is 

externalized by the investors, pushed onto the shoulders of smallholders, who 

now bear responsibility for keeping their grazing animals off what used to be their 

communal grazing land.  These were the primary concerns expressed by many 

community members in the highlands of both Laos and Cambodia.  People were 

less concerned about poultry disease than their inability to protect poultry from 

the crime that comes with poverty, their inability to free-graze their larger 

livestock on what used to be communal land, and their lost ability to forage from 

biodiverse forests to gather so-called non-timber forest products (NTFPs) for 

subsistence. 
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When I first arrived in one of the villages closer to the rubber plantations, I 

saw a cluster of plastic containers tied to the side of a home that I found oddly 

beautiful.  At the time I did not know their function, but I would soon learn the 

human misery and ecological costs the plastic containers represent.  Like a 

restaurant made entirely from teak, beautiful things often have tragic histories. 

 
           Photo #7 – Containers for collecting rubber. 
 
I do not mean to single out rubber as the only monoculture (from traditional 

consumer agricultural products to plants like jatropha grown for biofuel anti-

market processors) that is rapidly changing the dynamics of longstanding 

highland naturalcultural systems.  Nor are rubber operations the only 

monocultures being used to govern highland populations and enrich quite a few 

at the expense of untold many.  But rubber production is rapidly expanding in 
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both Cambodia and Laos, and the case study provides an illustrative picture of 

some of the dynamics that exemplify the contemporary GMS. 

Rubber planting in Indochina began during the 20th century with its 

introduction by the French in southern Laos and parts of highland Cambodia.  It 

never took off in terms of colonial extraction like it did in Africa and the Dutch 

Indies, so rubber remained a rather marginal crop, at least until the establishment 

of the GMS and the explosive growth of China and India.  One of the first rubber 

plantations in Laos was created in 1996 along the borders with Thailand and 

China, facilitated by the Asian Development Bank under the GMS agreement 

(Chapman 1991).  The reforms that dismantled the State Farm System in an 

autonomous prefecture—a zone of “graduated sovereignty” (Ong 1999)—in 

Yunnan Province, China, coupled with the opening between China and Laos per 

the GMS agreement in 1992, catalyzed local interest of farmers in planting 

rubber.  When the price of rubber boomed in 2003, many foreign investors 

flooded into Laos and highland Cambodia to invest in rubber plantations to feed 

the voracious economies of China and India.  Global demand for rubber has 

increased drastically since the 1990s; North America and Europe have recently 

been surpassed by Asia in terms of percentage of global rubber consumption.  It 

is expected that China will consume 30 percent of global rubber production (both 

natural and synthetic) by 2020. Remarkably, almost all natural rubber imported 

by China originates from mainland Southeast Asia.   
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Town and Country in the Highlands 

 When we first met with authorities in Banlung, they stressed that while 

there are indeed large plantations owned by foreign investors, most farmers were 

entrepreneurs moving into the rubber business by choice.  One authority told me: 

“the thing farmers love about rubber is that the timber can be sold many years 

later when the latex is no longer tapped.”  He continued to describe how rubber 

could be an instrument for achieving the twin goals of poverty reduction and 

ending shifting cultivation practices that are deemed destructive to the 

environment or else leave too much land “underutilized.”  He even alluded to the 

benefits that can come when communities ultimately resettle closer to the roads, 

to take advantage of the accelerating circulation of biomass and money 

throughout the increasingly interconnected circuits of the GMS.   

We heard similar stories from official channels in Laos.  Laos has a low 

population density, seemingly large areas of “underutilized” land and increasing 

potential capacity to absorb direct foreign investment.  Authorities in the capitol 

argued that rubber is gaining widespread popularity among rural farmers in Laos.  

Rubber offers annual income from the sales of latex after a period of about seven 

years, “and up to more than 30 years if properly maintained.”  And unlike other 

recent boom crops like Job’s tear and maize, there are no signs that the surging 

interest in rubber is going to diminish anytime soon.  Still, stories circulate of 

devastating frosts in the late 1970s and recent drastic fluctuations in rubber 

prices that have made landless peasants out of subsistence smallholders.   
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Clearly, the actual situations in Laos and Cambodia are more complex 

than this.  We learned that increased market opportunities were also aggravating 

competition among farmers and accelerating the privatization of land. Since 

intensive land use requires capital, it was generally the better-off households that 

could take advantage of land titling when possible, while families whose 

livelihoods depend on the seasonal use of communal land or resources from 

what used to be called “the commons” are increasingly in a bind.44   

The situation was fraught even for the few families who own title to 

enough land to create their own tree farm.  A friend of mine from an NGO 

participated in promoting rubber enterprises with land-owning farmers as an 

income-generating strategy as well as a long-term investment in timber.  

Unfortunately, he found that the farmers, for one reason or another (a number of 

scenarios could be imagined), often found themselves in a situation where they 

needed to take the liquidity out (so to speak) of their investment and sell their 

land, thus losing their major asset, perhaps in exchange for little more than debt, 

and doubtlessly joining the growing ranks of the landless peasants in the GMS.  

In many of our group discussions, some villagers complained of getting very little 

or no compensation at all for losing rights over the use of their communal grazing 

land.  It should not go without saying that the poorest people are most vulnerable 

to the effects of land concessions in the GMS. 

                                                 
44 See Garrett Hardin’s (1968) influential article, “The Tragedy of the Commons.”  
See Ostrom et al. (1999) for a reassessment of Hardin’s diagnosis, a review of 
new developments in theories of sustainability and systems-resilience, and a 
clarification of the distinction between “resource systems” and “property rights.” 
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A common arrangement described in Laos was contract farming involving 

entire “villages” in cooperation with Chinese companies.  This arrangement gives 

communities access to (anti-market) planting material, technical supervision on 

rubber management, and access to (anti-market) distribution networks for latex.  

The inputs provided by the company are standardized seedlings, inter-crop 

materials, technical trainings, equipment, road development, fertilizer, and 

pesticides.  Usually the village-level contract requires both the company and the 

village to share investment costs.  Additional inputs provided by the smallholder 

are their land and their labor (i.e. land clearing, planting, maintenance, and 

tapping).  Many farmers in one region found the benefit sharing arrangements 

unfair when they calculated all their inputs and investment costs.  For the most 

part, farmers said they were dissatisfied with the company arrangements, as they 

are often not consulted when the contract between the district or village 

authorities and the company is signed and there are few functional mechanisms 

to enforce contracts, either on the part of farmers or the companies after the 

parties reach mutual agreement.   

Rights to land use in Laos are issued to rural villages and local 

households by the state through the Land and Forest Allocation (LFA) 

procedures. The private sector is allocated theirs through concession 

agreements and several sorts of cooperative lease arrangements.   The 

relationship between these approaches has raised questions about the security 

of tenure of locals’ land and the impact of private investment in agro-business on 

rural households because land previously allocated for growing crops and 
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grazing livestock is now rapidly being overtaken by rubber plantations (Acker 

2003).  Due to these concerns, land concessions were suspended in May 2008 

by the Lao government, though some companies still maintained access to land.  

The moratorium on land concessions was lifted in early 2009, with the 

government claiming that some of the legal ambiguities leading to the worst 

problems and abuses have been resolved.  There is a national legal framework 

to be followed, but our interviews indicated that it still has inconsistent rules that 

confuse investors, government authorities, and locals alike. The net result is that 

villagers are still generally not protected against land loss to rich concessionaries 

and foreign direct investment. 

In Cambodia, resource extraction is a family affair (see Figure #5).  The 

increasing commercialization of land as a trade commodity has led to widespread 

cases of landlessness in the GMS, but especially in Cambodia (Sophal and 

Acharya 2002). The livelihoods of approximately 85 percent of inhabitants in 

Cambodia depend on agriculture yet only a handful of individuals have access to 

large portions of land (Oxfam Great Britain 2004).  It is estimated that over half 

the land in the entire country has been granted in land concessions to large 

investors in which super-profits are made on two sides of the deal, remembering 

that by definition there are generally more than two sides in any transaction 

(which by definition have costs, as opposed to the ideal concept of “exchange”).  

Figure #5 diagrams the political and economic connections of Hun Sen’s family 

and their ultimate control over virtually all of the important ministries and natural 

resources of the country.  Hun Sen and family have not been shy about taking 
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advantage of this position for extraordinary personal enrichment “even as the 

government continues to receive hundreds of millions of dollars annually in 

development aid,” a colleague never hesitated to remind me.   

 
Figure #5 – Under Hun Sen’s Cambodian People’s Party, extraction and 
enrichment is a family affair (Phnom Penh Post, Feb 23-March 8, 2007). 

   
In Cambodia the extent of land alienation is staggering, with half of the 

land being assigned to foreign investors since the global economic boom. There 

are strong links between major investors in Cambodia and senior politicians in 

the government in charge of land concessions (Fast-wood Plantation Economic 
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Concessions and Local Livelihoods in Cambodia, 2006).  In August 2008, 

Cambodia leased land to Kuwait as a deal between the prime ministers of the 

two countries.  Alongside granting large chunks of controversial land concessions 

to well-connected foreign and local companies, the Kuwait and Cambodian 

governments are negotiating more land concessions with several oil-rich Middle 

Eastern countries that are having trouble feeding their domestic populations.   In 

many places, these foreign and private investors encourage farmers to switch 

from growing subsistence crops to planting and harvesting rubber (or jatropha or 

another monocrop) for cash.   

Behind the scenes of large-scale land concessions and growing national 

economies, are stories about the loss of farmland, orchards and communal areas 

for food collection and animal grazing. In Laos and Cambodia, over 80% of the 

people live and rely on such resources and household subsistence production for 

their livelihoods.  Those who lose their land often become dependent on 

obtaining work with the plantation companies.  But people complained that full-

time jobs on plantations are available only for a minority of household members, 

particularly able-bodied young and adult males, leaving the rest of the family 

underemployed.  Income from laboring with the companies is rarely enough to 

feed families who have lost their access to land, perhaps because they were 

deemed to not be utilizing it intensively enough. 

Li remarks that in medieval England, “the verb to improve meant to turn 

agricultural land to a profit, an operation often associated with enclosing ‘waste’ 

or common land” (Li 2007:19).  Indeed, in the GMS, and especially among 
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highland communities, there are controversial resettlement policies meant to 

bring poorer communities closer to infrastructure and to make their agricultural 

practices easier to police and govern.  Often the rationale for enclosure45  then as 

now through (often decentralized) government-granted land concessions to 

investors, is that the local communities are not utilizing the land properly or 

intensively enough.   

To conclude, I explore how enclosure works in the GMS, and the harm it is 

causing people who once depended on free-grazing livestock and sustainable 

Non-Timber Forest Products (NTFPs) for their livelihoods, but are now often 

dependent on wages earned on the plantations.  The governments of Laos and 

Cambodia have pursued many changes to traditional agricultural practices, often 

promoting products and techniques that further expose local markets to the 

products of anti-market institutions, like patented seeds, industrial fertilizers, and 

pesticides.  Legal ambiguity about land titles has also served as an instrument for 

multinational elites and local officials to manipulate populations, suppress 

publics, and make extraordinary amounts of money in the process.   

The colonial and post-colonial politics of managing ethnic minorities 

through suppressing and policing swidden agriculture is a very important issue in 
                                                 
45 Marx called enclosure and dispossession of land “primitive accumulation.”  In 
this process, land becomes an asset under individual or corporate control.  The 
landless and dispossessed become a pool of surplus wage labor, which can in 
turn be exploited by the owner of the “improved” or at least “utilized” land.  As Li 
notes, “This transformational sequence appropriation-displacement-exploitation-
accumulation [is] the core process explored by Marx in Capital” (Li 2007:19) and 
it continues to unfold in many parts of the GMS where industrial land 
concessions for plantation agriculture are creating a new landless class of 
renters and wage-laborers. 
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the GMS.  Many years ago, most highland communities depended upon 

gathering, hunting and fishing in the riparian environments and surrounding 

forests.  Increased population pressures and questionable development policies 

led to the introduction of dry- and wet-rice systems as well as other crops for 

subsistence and sale (like opium for a time, well before the Golden Triangle 

became part of the GMS).  Other traditionally cultivated crops included root 

crops, vegetables, fruit and maize which were being produced through “swidden” 

farming methods.  The highlands of GMS countries were often derided by 

national majorities and ruling elites in part because of the persistence of swidden 

agricultural practices, which in Cambodia and Laos, as elsewhere, have long 

been integrated into systems involving free-grazing livestock on communal lands 

(Walker 1999). 

Official discussion of land policy reform in the GMS simultaneously 

straddles familiar ideological tenets of economic liberalization while also setting 

the state up as “trustee” (Li 2007) of the productivity and well-being of national 

communities.  Many scholars have identified dynamics resulting from neoliberal 

policies that they could fairly be characterized as “neo-colonial,” in the sense that 

the energy inputs from labor and biomass flows from resource exploitation run 

parallel in important respects.  Conflicts are increasing over land as a result of 

factors like the government programs to consolidate remote rural villages, 

eliminate slash-and-burn and other swidden farming practices, and to promote 

agriculture for commercial purposes (Evrard, and Goudineau 2004, Yokoyama 

2004). Land concessions have great impacts on communities that depend on the 
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land for grazing livestock or growing crops.  As large scale rubber plantations 

rapidly expand into forest and livestock grazing areas, relatively less well-off 

families who depend on NTFPs for food and household income have fewer 

options to ensure food security and avoid seasonal hunger.  The loss of 

secondary forests is a concern as it is an important source of NTFPs which are a 

vital part of rural livelihood systems in the highlands of the GMS.  Others have 

argued there is also a loss of community well-being due to the fact that these 

now “underutilized” communal lands have social, cultural, and religious functions 

within the communities (Oxfam Great Britain 2004).   

Granting land concessions to international investors has had huge impacts 

on vast swathes of the GMS and the communities that live in them.  There are 

also significant negative impacts of monoculture agriculture on the environment.  

Especially harmful is the use of agrochemicals like paraquat on rubber, as well 

as other anti-market products like chemical fertilizers (Manivong and Cramb 

2006).  Rubber and certain other tree plantations are known for depleting the soil 

to the point of barrenness (Cornford and Matthews 2007).  Unlike dry-cultivated 

rice and several other crops, rubber utterly depletes the soil.  When the bio-

diversity of an environment is affected as it is through the introduction of 

monocultures, the community suffers the consequences of reduced income and 

nutritional diversity, especially in the highlands (James 2006).  For many of the 

most vulnerable groups, this has meant a complete transformation of their 

livelihoods.  While some land has been protected for these and other uses, and 

some communities have been compensated for their land, most communities 
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have lost access to vital resources without compensation, unless they choose to 

work on the plantations or attempt to move closer to the roads to take advantage 

of the intensifying circulation of machines, biomass, money, and consumers 

throughout the GMS.  For the most vulnerable groups, this has meant near-

destruction of their livelihoods.  They came from being communities that made a 

subsistence living from riparian resources, swidden farming, dry-rice cropping, 

raising cattle and buffalo, and gathering food from the forest, to many being 

dependent on wage labor on plantations in order to buy cooking oil, if not all their 

food, from what often amounts to the equivalent of “the company store” 

(Deininger 2003). 

 
Blood and Soil 

Agricultural land is vital to agrarian households, and recent trends are 

putting unprecedented pressures on communities to secure enough cultivable 

land to feed their families.  It should come as no surprise that land policies are 

currently extremely contentious in the GMS.  Sound land policies are often touted 

as the bedrock for other development policies (including coveted foreign direct 

investment), and international development organizations have long promulgated 

laws and regulations concerning land ownership and usage.  Unfortunately, land 

policies have a mixed track record in the GMS, ranging from enriching the coffers 

of entrenched patronage networks at the expense of local communities to 

perhaps augmenting the productivity and resilience of regions of some states.  

Land-based disputes have both helped force community stakeholder involvement 
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in massive development projects like hydropower production, and yet in too 

many cases either the collectivization or the sudden liberalization of land policy 

simply made things worse than they were to begin with.   

Like avian influenza and FMD, the epidemic of land grabbing for 

monocultural plantation agriculture in Laos and Cambodia represents a threat to 

the smallholder farming family, and once again, people’s relationship with their 

animals is part of the problem.  All three epidemics underscore a cruel conflict 

with the original vision of the Livestock Revolution since expansion of rubber has 

triggered intense conflicts over livestock grazing. Many families have sold their 

cattle due to expansion of private agricultural industries into areas where they 

used to free graze their livestock.  Poor farmers are generally required to build 

the fences required to keep animals out of private plantations.  In many places, 

new village rules have also been established to fine owners that free-graze and 

damage other farmers’ crops, like young rubber trees.  Since they cannot graze 

traditional lands, loss of grazing areas in nearby fields has made farmers either 

sell these important assets or seek grazing land far from their homes, adding 

more burden to (gendered) family labor to look after household livestock.  

Building hedges, (now fences, walls, etc.) used to be paid for and implemented 

by owners to claim territorial control of “the commons” (cf. Blomley 2003).  The 

rub in the contemporary GMS is that poor smallholders are asked to bear the 

cost of building the hedges themselves. 

As I mentioned earlier, the national office considered such matters outside 

the scope of our participatory project, and these community concerns did not get 
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voiced in my final report or the many versions of the video that resulted from the 

project in Cambodia.  In Laos, I could hardly get an official door to open to talk 

about these matters, at least not on record.  Perhaps surprisingly, it was during 

my last two interviews at UN regional offices in Bangkok that I found seemingly 

sympathetic ears to these communities’ vocal, straightforward descriptions of 

their contemporary predicaments. 
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Chapter Five 

One World? One Health? 

 This final chapter makes an important point about a recurring theme in the 

dissertation.  Anthropologists should learn from bio-scientists not to be seduced 

by equilibrium models based on the idea of closed systems nor the algebraic 

elegance of linear solutions such models invite.  In a piece that was brought to 

my attention at a Science and Technology Studies retreat in Marin county, 

California, Summer 2008, Bruno Latour playfully declares that Actor Network 

Theory (ANT) “actually has a forefather, namely Gabriel Tarde, and that…our pet 

theory benefits from a respectable pedigree” (Latour 2002:117).  Latour contrasts 

Durkheim’s sociology, which eclipsed Tarde’s thinking for almost a century, with 

one of Tarde’s monographs recently republished in French, Monadologie et 

Sociologie.  Both sociologists were writing against Spencer’s solution to what 

might be called the problem of social order, but their respective alternative 

solutions are fundamentally irreconcilable, almost inverse images of one another.  

Latour argues that Tarde’s book “introduced into social theory the two main 

arguments which ANT has tried, somewhat vainly, to champion: a) the nature 

and society divide is irrelevant for understanding the world of human interactions; 

and b) the micro/macro distinction stifles any attempt at understanding at how 

society is being generated” (Latour 2002:118).  Latour’s use of Tarde is very 

close to the argument I made in the introduction to the dissertation: whatever 

amalgam of methods and concepts an anthropologist employs in order to explore 

and make sense of what Rabinow calls “the contemporary,” it is important that 
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she does not begin by presupposing the existence of entities like cultures or 

societies and then work analytically from there, whether decomposing the 

analytical object into its constituent parts, or taking an inventory of its myriad 

effects and expressions.   

 Latour tries to imagine what social science would look like if Durkheim’s 

sociology—which begins at the “top” with (a deified) society, and works from 

there—never managed to eclipse Tarde’s difficult, deeply (almost geologically) 

historical argument, which explicitly begins from the “bottom up,” following the 

tenets of what De Landa calls “ontological holism and methodological 

individualism.”   In a section entitled, The macro is nothing but a slight extension 

of the micro, Latour quotes Tarde’s explicitly inverted position from Durkheim’s 

sociology:  “It is always the same mistake that is put forward: to believe that in 

order to see the regular, orderly, logical pattern of social facts, you have to 

extract yourself from their details, basically irregular, and to go upward until you 

embrace the vast landscapes panoramically; that the principal source of any 

social co-ordination resides in a very few general facts out of which it falls by 

degree until it reaches the particulars, but in a weakened form; to believe in short 

that while man agitates himself, a law of evolution leads him.  I believe exactly 

the opposite.  […]  My conception, in brief, is almost the reverse of that of Mr. 

Durkheim.  […]  Instead of explain the small by the large, the detail by the big, I 

explain the overall similarities by the accumulation of elementary actions, the 

large by the small, the big by the detail” (Tarde quoted and translated by Latour 

2002: 125-6).  Latour’s recombinant resurrection and strategic use of Tarde’s 
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writings is useful for reasserting a key argument in this dissertation and final 

chapter.  While it might seem counterintuitive to make such an argument by way 

of an explicitly regional project regarding emerging infections of global 

significance, example after example in the dissertation show how “global” ideas, 

problems, and solutions generally have the humblest roots in the witch’s brew of 

local naturalcultural exchanges and the productive friction caused by projects of 

governmentality and the outcomes that incessantly incite and escape them (see 

Tsing 2005 on “friction”).   

 The final chapter exemplifies this stance, by taking the transcripts of two 

interviews, and showing how explicitly “global” problems and solutions related to 

emerging infections and rural livelihoods grew from humble assemblages in 

Laos, Cambodia, and other parts of the world, some assemblages with longer 

histories than others.  In the first interview, Cambodia and Laos play prominent 

roles in the creation of the establishment of the United Nation’s System Influenza 

Coordination unit, which seeks UN-wide solutions or frameworks to navigate 

locally learned lessons.  In this interview, we hear the story about how the issues 

of global food security and emerging zoonotic threats have come to be 

institutionally intertwined at the highest levels of the United Nations, as well as 

the role of the One World/One Health framework relative to this. 

In the second interview, I want to emphasize how the sort of epidemic 

oversights explored in previous chapters, epistemic and political, are already 

understood as problems to some degree, and even as problems grown of 

lessons learned locally, but are also increasingly regarded as problems requiring 
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modification of “global” frameworks and understandings.  Epistemic and political 

oversights are not viewed as failures, but rather as errors requiring reflexive 

modification and thus (potentially epidemic-like) extension into new domains, 

some more or less sedimented, some in formation, and others bordering on 

effervescent.  The combinations that result cannot entirely be anticipated in 

advance, for some may be truly novel, possessing emergent properties and 

tendencies irreducible to the sum of their parts.       

 
In February 2009, I interviewed Annu Lehtinen, the Regional Avian and 

Human Influenza Coordinator at the UN System Influenza Coordination (UNSIC) 

unit in Bangkok.  As the taxi driver pulled around the side of the impressive 

building with all the Member Country flags proudly displayed out front, we passed 

an otherwise unremarkable side entrance, notable only for the long line of 

families camped out in a row along the sidewalk, waiting, I presumed, for the 

door to eventually open.  “Asylum seekers,” the taxi driver explained.  It looked 

as if they had been waiting there for a long time. 

After getting through security and passing the ultimately irresistible UN gift 

shop, I sat with Annu Lehtinen for a couple of coffees and a long audio-recorded 

interview.  Previous to her current role as regional AHI coordinator at UNSIC, she 

worked as the UN Country representative for Lao PDR, and it was her first-hand 

experience facing the exigencies wrought upon the countries of the GMS by the 

reemergence of HPAI-H5N1 that directly contributed to the eventual 

establishment of UN-wide systems coordination regarding avian and human 
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influenza on a global scale (in the sense of encompassing all UN Member 

Countries).  She tells the story of the humble origins of these global changes, 

which started with the reemergence and spread of HPAI-H5N1 in the GMS since 

2004, much better than I can:    

If you look at the way the UN system began to look at pandemic 
preparedness or the threat of avian influenza, it was back in 2005 in a real 
sense.  And it was not the highest levels that started to look into it, it was 
specifically the countries and the country resident coordinators.  I was 
myself in Laos working as the resident coordinator when we began to 
discuss – because there were outbreaks in Vietnam, the region was 
beginning to face the problem.  So, of course, we began to discuss among 
ourselves – between Cambodia, between Vietnam, between the resident 
coordinators – that this is an issue we really need to begin to look at.   
Is this a UN system issue?  Is this an issue for FAO only or WHO only?  
And we recognized very clearly that, no, it isn't, we need to have a UN 
system-wide approach.   
 
Of course, at the time we also began to look into sort of the variety of 
issues that we are dealing with.  One issue was, of course, the staff’s 
health and safety.  […]  That was one side of it.  But the second side, of 
course, was how can we support the national governments to really take 
this issue onboard?  On the UN system side we then, among the sort of 
different small number of countries, we began to organize sub-regional 
meetings just to gather together to discuss this issue and to see what we 
could do.  At the same time in Laos we already began to form our 
coordination structures together to see how we could as the UN system 
approach this in a coordinated way at the country level.  I think it was the 
second sub-regional meeting that we organized that we then came up with 
sort of a petition, an official outcome letter to the Secretary General saying 
that this is an issue that we take very seriously and this should be 
addressed at the highest UN-system levels.  
 
This led to several different things that happened.  […]  Just as a 
background, I think this was something that specifically began at the 
country level so, of course, the Consular was recognizing that this is an 
issue that is a really real issue for us here and it was way before the 
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regional level got to look into this as a UN-system issue and way before 
the global level began to look at it as a UN-system issue.   
 
Having said that, I think a lot of credit needs to be given to the UN system 
at the highest levels because the country level noise that we were raising 
was very quickly picked up and heard by the regional offices and then by 
the Secretary General himself.  This is a lot based on my personal 
experience building structures in Laos, and also experience in building 
structures in a couple of countries…focusing on country-level 
coordination.  It has a little bit of—you can find when you flip through a 
history of UNSIC—chronology of events and that sort of thing.  

 
She handed me a recent evaluation of UNSIC and said, “This is the Global 

Progress Report…done in collaboration with the World Bank.” 

BH: So I get the official history? 
AL: Not necessarily the official history, mainly the lessons learned, the 
good practices that we managed to sort of capture, the good that actually 
took place because of the avian influenza threat, and pandemic 
preparedness and how the UN system was able to come together 
specifically at the country level.  This is intended to help country teams not 
only around these issues but maybe other complex issues that will arise in 
the future.   
 

Interestingly, in this document, Laos and Cambodia are used as the exemplars of 

two different sorts of “cross-sectoral coordination structures” that can be set up in 

Member Countries, meant to ensure not only UN-agency coordination across the 

human-animal Divide, but also cross-sectoral government ministry cooperation 

related to emerging infections and/or other unspecified emergency events.  In 

Laos, where the government is nominally more centralized, yet also quite limited 

in capacity to govern a country that has long been divided, the government 

created a new office for cross-sectoral coordination, the National Avian and 

Human Influenza Coordinating Office (NAHICO).  In Cambodia, the government 
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is more decentralized and some of the existing national institutions have less-

than-harmonious relationships, so an alternative structure was implemented in 

which the UN agencies host and coordinate Ministry interactions.  The document 

features diagrams for the two different sorts of coordination structures, 

emphasizing that no one-size-fits-all solution will work given the diversity of 

country capacities and realities.   

 I asked whether the institutionalization of UNSIC at the regional level, 

based on the lessons learned in Laos and Cambodia, meant the creation of 

another UN agency.  She was emphatic. 

AL:  UNSIC is not a new agency and it was never intended to be.  UNSIC 
is a temporary coordination function.  We were very wary that this needs 
to be a lightweight coordination approach.  We are not here to establish 
new United Nations agencies.  UNSIC had a very sort of definite mandate 
and a timeframe of existence, […] it was very important in all of our minds 
that UNSIC will not be another UN system.  It is a very lightweight body.   
 
[In order to explain, I should give] you a little bit of background on how 
UNSIC came to be, [since it really had its] base at the country level.   
 
So if I specify that even a little bit more, these discussions first began 
between UN resident coordinators in GMS countries.  [In Laos] we 
basically sat down and we thought, “What can we do about [H5N1] in the 
context of Laos?”  So we already began to build coordination structures.  
This was way before – I'm taking it back now [to 2005] because I'm going 
to illustrate [what happened] way before David Nabarro was appointed 
[the Senior UN System Coordinator for Avian and Human Influenza at 
United Nations Headquarters in New York].   
 

She pointed to the document with the contrasting diagrams of the different 

coordination structures ultimately developed in Cambodia and Laos, “You can 

basically see the structures that resulted here.”  She continued:   
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So basically we recognized that on the one side […] we need to take 
active responsibility over the UN system coordinating itself because this 
was clearly an issue that wasn’t just an FAO issue or a UNICEF issue. We 
established very quickly sort of the county level – we call it “interagency” – 
cross-sectoral working group, which consisted of FAO, WHO, UNICEF, 
UNDP (United Nations Development Program), and WFP (World Food 
Program). Everybody had terms of reference, everybody had specific roles 
and responsibilities as part of this coordination structure.  We also 
included ADB and the World Bank as the sort of extended UN country 
team at the time.  […]  We didn’t expand it to include NGOs, for example, 
in that early stage.  So this was [in the beginning] only a UN-system 
function.  
 
Recognizing that [we needed to include government ministries and even 
NGOs] – we actually came up with a coordination structure proposal which 
we tabled then to the donors, to the government – most importantly to the 
government of Lao PDR and to the NGOs.  So the structure was 
consisting of the UN system coordinating itself and its support internally.  
This was led by the Resident Coordinator and, of course, I was then the 
Country Coordinator playing sort of a very important role bringing these 
different parties together.  We also proposed to the government the 
establishment of the partners group on avian influenza, which would bring 
together all the government ministries and offices and officials who have 
something to do with the implementation of the national strategy.  All the 
UN agencies, all the donors who have something to do with the 
implementation, and all the INGOs, whoever is having something to do 
with that would be part of the partners group.  Then, it was established.  
 
We also established – on the communications side because there were a 
lot of communications issues coming up - a working group.  Which was, at 
the early stages, of course led by UNICEF, for the sole reason that in the 
context of Laos, UNICEF was leading with Japanese funding.  And 
including others like FAO, WHO, USAID, and in time, [the anonymous 
NGO I worked with in Laos], whoever was having something to do with 
[HPAI-H5N1] communication came around that same table and issues 
were discussed jointly.  But this structure was put in place before UNSIC 
was created so basically we began to work on it, we began to look into it, 
and we began to very effectively work together with the international 
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community to support the government, and maybe advocate the 
government a little bit to develop… 
 
BH: Advocate? 
 
AL: Advocacy is part of it, I'd say.  We did a lot of persistent advocacy 
sitting down with government ministers saying that this is an important 
issue, but saying that this is an issue that needs a consolidated approach.  
So basically what we were calling for was to have a national strategy 
which is a consolidated national strategy, not a standalone avian influenza 
control, not a standalone laboratory, not a standalone communications 
strategy, but something [strategic and consolidated].  

 
She handed me a document with which I was familiar, and said, “The result you 

may or may not have seen, is the Five Strategy National Avian Influenza Control 

and Pandemic Preparedness Plan.  I'm talking about Laos now.”  She continued:    

AL: So basically we had initiatives like this taking place at the country 
level.  Then the first sub-regional meetings took place, convened by us 
from Laos, but we held it in Bangkok in collaboration with other Resident 
Coordinators.  And [from this meeting] the letter came out to the Secretary 
General saying that this is a real issue for us [in the GMS] and it needs 
high-level attention from the UN system.  It led then to the nomination of 
David Nabarro as the Senior Influenza Coordinator on behalf of the 
Secretary General.  This was in late 2005.  That was at the same time 
when George W. Bush announced [the US government’s] international 
partnership for Avian Influenza.  I think that was, yes, in approximately the 
same time, September 2005, October 2005, that all this happened.   
 
And, of course, [this forced the issue of] donor coordination issues and the 
overall coordination issues so that the global community is approaching 
AHI in a coordinated way.  You can probably find in either of these 
documents a copy of the terms of reference for UNSIC as a whole.  When 
[David Nabarro] was appointed he was, of course, holding an office in 
New York, reporting to the Deputy Secretary General.  UNSIC’s structures 
go in a way that there’s a technical working group at the headquarters 
level […] which compiles together different UN agencies.  This is the 
working group that is chaired by Dr. David Nabarro and it is periodically 
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meeting, looking into various issues and preparing issues for a higher 
level steering committee, which is the Deputy Secretary General’s 
Steering Committee for Influenza, which really is sort of the decisive body 
over what UNSIC does, what ultimately happens.  This [ultimately resulted 
in] the Consolidated Action Plan.    
 
BH:  That, I think, is available online. 
 
AL:  It is a very important document because that is also part of what 
UNSIC does.  Making sure that we are clear, this is the action plan for the 
UN system as a whole and these are the – of course, also the financing 
needs for the different UN agencies.  In the beginning UNSIC held an 
office in New York and then very soon after David Nabarro was appointed 
this [regional office in Bangkok] came into existence. 
 
It was quite important because Asia was the specific region where a lot of 
these outbreaks were happening, where a lot of governments needed to 
address this issue at a very different level as an emergency approach 
than, let’s say, governments in Latin America, for example, who didn’t 
have any actual outbreak situations on their hands.   
 
This office was created as an interagency function, so this was basically 
supported by UNOCHA [the United Nations Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs], which is currently still housing this UNSIC 
Asia/Pacific hub supported by the regional UNDP office and really with 
very similar terms of reference and mandate as that of Dr. David Nabarro.   
 
Looking at this in a broad sense, I'm trying to bring UN agencies together.  
We provide, of course, support to the regional coordination, trying to bring 
together UN agencies on a regular basis at the regional level.  We are 
actually having a meeting tomorrow with different regional agencies based 
in Bangkok to look into a range of issues.  I think it is very important for 
UNSIC Asia/Pacific and for these regional meetings to make sure that we 
are linking discussions at the higher level to discussions at the country 
level.   
 
This is absolutely important.  I have to say that […] I place a lot of 
importance on the work we do with the country teams, on the country 
level, sort of the country-level support.  We, of course, have a system of 
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AHI focal points; every single country has a United Nations System AI 
Coordinator or a focal point.  In some countries, like in Indonesia, and in 
the past in Laos, this has been a full-time position for somebody to 
coordinate.  In other countries this may be a focal point function in addition 
to other responsibilities. 
 
BH:  What about involving the private sector?  You mentioned… 
 
AL:  Private sector work is clearly – and you will see if you go through the 
UNSIC evaluation – it’s something that we have not done intensively in the 
past.  But this is something that it’s evident that it’s necessary and it will be 
necessary in the future.  I think UNSIC has not been able to focus on 
private sector work the way, perhaps, would have been beneficial.  But it’s 
clearly something that we need to begin to [deal with] more.  Because it 
concerns national governments.  They need to be engaging with the 
private sector more.   
 
All of the efforts that we are doing whether it’s pandemic preparedness – 
whether it’s even avian influenza control, we need to better recognize the 
role of the private sector and I think this was also – in 2005 it was a similar 
situation where we were really trying to say that we really need to 
recognize the role of INGOs and, of course, saying to the governments 
that already at the planning stages when we are putting together these 
national strategies, it’s a very important linkage to bring in INGOs at the 
planning stage, like it probably would have been to bring in the private 
sector.   
 
Of course, this is not straightforward in all of these countries [of the GMS].  
You are looking at countries like Cambodia, Myanmar, Vietnam, and 
China, for example, where bringing in different private sector entities and 
INGOs even may take some real thinking and pausing because we 
actually are at the stage where it needs to happen.   
 

She shifted gears, and marked an event of historical significance, the moment 

when all these lessons learned in the witches’ brew of local transactions, errors, 

and oversights was incorporated at the highest levels of global ministerial 
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meetings.  This set the stage for the emergence of the strategic global framework 

of One World, One Health.    

AL:  But getting back to UNSIC.  Of course, like I said, UNSIC was never 
intended to be a permanent structure.  We had a clear mandate and 
timeframe.  Established 2005, the initial end date was 2007.  [In 2007] the 
steering committee was reviewing UNSIC and reviewing the necessity 
maybe to continue this work by taking into account the overall international 
global process, the periodic ministerial meetings that take place.  I will get 
to it in a little while because that is quite an important sort of umbrella for 
all of this work.   
 
So in any case, in 2007 the Secretary General decided that there is a 
need to continue this work.  We are not yet at the stage where UNSIC can 
be dismantled.  So UNSIC was extended until 2008 and this evaluation is 
very important because it was really trying to assess whether UNSIC 
needs to continue, how long UNSIC needs to continue, what are the 
options forward, and the evaluation came up with three recommendations.  
Or rather three options.  One option is to sort of just shut UNSIC down 
right now.  Another option would be to continue UNSIC as it has been so 
far [without significant changes].   
 
Of course, these options were not seen as quite realistic because you 
can't continue exactly as you’ve been because everything has changed.  A 
lot of things have changed.  We are not at the stage where we were in 
2005.  So the third option was that UNSIC would continue with a certain 
amount of time, with quite a lot of focus on transition and transitional 
strategizing with additional functions, which I get to in a little bit.  But the 
decision was made […] I think three weeks ago, to decide on the future of 
UNSIC and the decision was made that UNSIC would continue until the 
end of 2010.  That will be the end date of UNSIC. 
 
BH:  So all of these umbrellas that you sort of put in place and these 
interagency working groups and things like that would already be in place 
so UNSIC doesn't need to – ? 
 
AL:  There are certain functions of UNSIC which need transitional strategy 
and really trying to focus on it now is very, very important and that’s 
something that I'm voicing from the Asia/Pacific quite strongly, that we 
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need to transition in a way that is a responsible and strategic transitioning 
and not only because of the global processes but because of the country 
teams and the country team work – specifically because of that.   
 
Really try to look into – if UNSIC disappears as UNSIC has been now – 
certain functions of UNSIC, what is the home for these functions, where 
will they go, what is the sort of direction and the home for country teams to 
begin to look into, what is the global progress reporting’s mechanism after 
UNSIC doesn't exist anymore.  So a range of issues.  […] 
 
The steering committee ultimately decided that UNSIC will continue until 
the end of 2010.  Of course, this all will have a little bit of a different form 
now.  I'm sure you know that David Nabarro now has also been appointed 
at the coordinator for the United Nations High-Level Taskforce for the 
Global Food Crisis.  So he’s coordinating influenza, and he’s coordinating 
the global food crisis, on behalf of the Secretary General, which opens 
onto a big – 
 
BH:  Fascinating. 
 
AL:  -- a big new area. 

 
Here is an event worth noting, taking weight of its significance, and 

reflecting upon.  This thesis has been about how the issues of emerging 

infections and strategies for poverty reduction have come into an irresolvable but 

highly productive conflict in the GMS, creating new sorts of expertise, novel 

institutional arrangements, and unprecedented strategies for managing 

uncertainties and unknowns, including the introduction of strategies for governing 

animal and human health at the community level.  The joint appointment of David 

Nabarro indexes the moment the shotgun wedding of emerging zoonoses and 

poverty alleviation achieved a new global expression announcing what anyone 
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working on the ground has known for years: the issues are fundamentally, almost 

intractably, intertwined.  I brought this up in the interview: 

BH: Because the issues are intertwined in a way.  Is this true?  I mean 
food security and biosecurity? 
 
AL:  The issues are intertwined.  I think this sort of recognizes what has 
been done in terms of UN system coordination around influenza.  […]  At 
the country level and, of course, as a UN system as a whole, I think the 
food crisis coordination recognizes that similar coordination approaches 
can be used for that.  That’s another complex coordination issue, also an 
issue that goes far beyond just getting food on people’s tables, it has a lot 
of implications.  It’s a cross-sectoral issue.  It includes a range of UN 
agencies and needs a response on a range of issues that are economic 
issues, that are poverty-reduction issues, but also issues of emerging 
infections.    
 
This is a region where influenza specifically is an important issue.  I mean 
these are issues that are clearly closely linked and UNSIC will, yes, take 
on food crisis work in a sense because I think UNSIC will [establish 
lasting] coordination on infections and the food crisis, the global food 
crisis.  It’s not really a new issue in Asia/Pacific per se though maybe it’s 
on a new scale or an unprecedented scale.  These are related issues, 
yes.  And these are, of course, early days when it comes to them, the food 
crisis work, because there are still a lot of unknowns.  We don't yet know 
how that would begin to go forward on the global agenda.  

 
She described the details of UN-system coordination around the intertwined 

issues of emerging pandemic threats and food security.  She concludes by 

mentioning how the idea of One World/One Health has come to be incorporated 

into UNSIC’s terms of reference to shape an overall UN agenda and build 

coordination structures regarding biosecurity and food security.   

 AL:  Very importantly I think as a new thing.  This has not been UNSIC’s 
focus in the past.  As a new thing UNSIC will place a lot more focus on 
support to multi-sectoral pandemic preparedness, to sort of the whole-of-
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society approaches.  […]  One additional thing which hasn’t been in the 
UNSIC terms of references before is, of course, to support the One 
World/One Health framework, contributing to the One World/One Health 
concept.  That was tabled in Sharm el-Sheikh in the ministerial meeting.  
So implementation and operationalization of that will be importantly on 
UNSIC’s agenda as well in collaboration with different UN agencies.   
 
In addition to that, UNSIC has played a central role supporting the global 
process, which is these international conferences that have taken place, 
ministerial conferences.  We had Beijing, Sharm el-Sheikh was the most 
recent [in which One World/One Health was first officially tabled].  I think if 
you look at the evolution of this whole – sort of the whole thinking, in 2005 
we had – I’ll start maybe from the Beijing conference in January 2006, 
which was quite an important one.  
 

Here she makes an observation that would make any proponent of the utility of 

concepts of non-human agency proud, and that exemplifies the argument that 

even putatively “global” solutions often have their origins in the mundane 

exigencies of naturalcultural imbroglios, especially when it comes to governing 

emerging infections at a time of unprecedented intensification of human-animal-

ecological transactions: 

The timing of outbreaks was also playing a very important role.  Human 
action comes into it but it comes because there’s a motivation, because 
these outbreaks have happened, therefore we need to recognize this.  Of 
course, I think we've learned a lot of things along the way, which is a 
healthy thing to do.  We've had a lot of progress on the way as well.  If you 
look at the sort of evolution of our thinking – if you would like to call it that 
– and if you would look at it through these international conferences, 
which I think are quite important because that’s how we globally are 
approaching it and how we at the country level are then trying to approach 
this.   
 
At the time of the Beijing conference [Jan 2006] we were very focused – 
and when I say “we,” I speak broadly on the global community – very 
focused on the fact that we are dealing with the importance of avian 
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influenza control at the source [in poultry], this is our priority, then 
preparing that we don't get poultry outbreaks jumping into humans 
potentially causing a pandemic threat and then making sure that we are 
preparing for a pandemic.  Those were the focus sort of the Beijing 
conference.   
 
A little later, I think there was a recognition that we need to maybe – while 
looking at emergency response but at the same time recognize the sort of 
longer term nature of this work.  Further conferences came, considerably 
beginning to recognize that we really need to focus on multi-sectoral 
pandemic preparedness, including issues going beyond health.  When I 
say “multi-sectoral” I mean really preparedness going beyond health 
because we are looking at countries which have national strategies and 
pandemic preparedness has gone forward but primarily on health and on 
health-related issues.  […]   
 
But pandemic preparedness is far broader than that, you know.  […]  If 
you look at between 2005 and now I think there's quite a remarkable work 
that has taken place at the country level, I mean in terms of preparation.  
We should really recognize that…a lot has happened.  But at the same 
time, while a lot of governments have their plans in place, they really don't 
have full-blown pandemic preparedness plans in a sense that would 
involve all the sectors within the government, all the necessary sectors.  
While they are strong on health, they are not strong on looking at issues 
like when pandemic hits, closure of schools, closure of borders, food, 
electricity, all the sort of maintenance of essential services and these are 
issues that go far beyond the mandates of ministries of health, and even 
agriculture.   
 
This is specifically the areas where a lot of further work is needed.  There 
needs to be a national central-level strategy, but more importantly going 
down to provincial levels and going down to community levels and making 
sure that this preparedness boils down from there.  I, of course, always 
think that it’s one thing to say that we have these strategies written and in 
place and another far more important thing to implement those processes.  
So basically a lot of countries would need to kick start the process of 
involving provincial levels, involving community levels, making sure that in 
the context of their own preparedness and usual practices and routines 
[community-based disease management] is incorporated.   
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This is also an interesting point, as lessons learned from the errors and 

successes of local transactions made their way to the highest levels of UN global 

ministerial meetings, she makes the argument that once the global framework is 

articulated, the process must be made to “boil down” beyond central government 

institutional milieus in national capitols to increasingly decentralized governance 

structures that ideally ultimately reach the so-called “community level.”  She 

makes an argument that I heard several times when regional and global 

institutions were attempting to inject a set of new norms and practices into 

national and sub-national milieus.  “It is important that these frameworks and 

guides for multi-sectoral coordination, and especially the implementation of 

community-based disease surveillance and control, are not perceived as top-

down solutions, forced or imposed on countries from places like Geneva or New 

York or wherever.”  Instead, she hoped that the lessons learned are presented as 

“best practices,” tools forged in the hard lessons learned during earlier outbreaks, 

now finally compiled at the global level.  She also expressed hope countries and 

communities will feel a sense of “ownership,” a sense that new community-based 

disease surveillance and management systems are almost grassroots in their 

adaptability to local conditions.     

AL: So now jumping back to the international process and the ministerial 
conferences, I think multi-sectoral pandemic preparedness came to be on 
the agenda quite heavily.  There was also a point when there was a lot of 
recognition of the importance of communication.  This was probably the 
point when UNICEF received funding from the government of Japan and 
there was a recognition that communication and behavior change and all 
these issues play a very important role.  Social mobilization was the call of 
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the day.  All of these things.  […]  By the time we were hitting the New 
Delhi ministerial conference in December last year it was really recognized 
– I think clearly – that multi-sectoral pandemic preparedness continues to 
raise its head because it is still an area where we have inadequate 
preparation. 
 
[In this context], I think also importantly the One World/One Health 
concept began to raise its head and there was clear recognition that while 
we need to continue to look at this as an emergency issue, we are dealing 
with a far broader issue, we need to expand our thinking and our 
preparedness beyond avian influenza and really look at this 
animal/human/ecosystem interface [as the source of new emerging 
infections].   
 
Of course, New Delhi raised these issues as a concept, as a thinking, but 
really [we realized that before] the next ministerial conference a lot of 
concrete work should take place to come up with a framework, with a 
proposal for the next conference on how in practice One World/One 
Health can move forward and this is, of course, work that took place 
between [the ministerial meetings in] New Delhi and Sharm el-Sheikh. 

 
I asked her about Dr. Subhash Mozaria, who is the participant in the following 

interview, and specifically about his role in developing the framework of One 

World/One Health.  He was often characterized as a primary architect of the final 

framework. 

AL:  I think that One World/One Health as a concept, of course, can't be 
sort of – given down to any single individual or even a single agency.  I 
think it was a sort of broader concept.  But when it comes to the process 
that took place, which was FAO, WHO, UNICEF, UNSIC to some extent, 
World Bank very importantly, beginning to work towards a framework 
contributing to One World/One Health.  […]  These different UN agencies 
did a lot of work trying to hammer down a framework proposal.  There was 
a lot of work – not just FAO, a lot of work – FAO, WHO, UNICEF to some 
extent, trying to hammer together this framework proposal.  Of course, 
Subhash played a very important role on behalf of FAO.  He has written a 
lot of this framework.  But, of course, behind that is a process and it has 
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contributions by different – important different individuals from different UN 
agencies.  The framework was finally ready in time to be presented in 
Sharm el-Sheikh, where it was presented by Subhash – very beautifully, I 
might add. 

 
I think it was a fair recognition in Sharm el-Sheikh that this is an important 
framework.  So there was a buy-in from different participating 
governments that this is the direction we need to take.  At the same time 
there was a recognition that this is a good document as it is, but it needs 
further development.  It really needs further considerations, further 
consultation process with different governments, with national 
governments, different parties, including the private sector.  It also needs 
different – very specific thinking about how this framework can be 
operationalized and how it can be funded.  […] 
 
It was agreed in Sharm el-Sheikh there will be another ministerial 
conference, at least one more, around this issue.  This will take place in 
Hanoi in 2010 and likely timing for this meeting will be March.  So I think 
this will be a very, very important event for the overall evolution of this 
work.  Of course, we need to by that meeting have a fairly clear view on 
how the One World/One Health agenda can go forward in a practical 
operational way.  Hopefully, [we will] use this time between now and then 
to advance multi-sectoral pandemic preparedness at the country level and 
make sure that this moves forward.   
 
There’s a lot of intensive work that needs to take place between now and 
the Hanoi meeting.  UNSIC has an important role in that.  It has to do with 
global progress reporting, which needs to feed into the Hanoi conference.  
It has to do with the One World/One Health pandemic preparedness 
agendas and also quite focused transitional considerations.  
Considerations for long-term approaches and sustainability.  So, of 
course, UNSIC will work very closely with the government of Vietnam in 
preparation for the conference, and primarily this [responsibility] falls on 
the Asia/Pacific office, of course, because of the closeness and the 
relationship we already have with the governments [because of the AHI 
emergency].   
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From the Global Framework to Control Transboundary Animal Diseases 
(GF-TADs) to One World, One Health (OWOH) 
 

On September 29, 2004 health experts from around the world met for 

symposium focused on domestic animals and wildlife populations.  The 

symposium was organized by the Wildlife Conservation Society and hosted by 

the Rockefeller University.  Using case studies ranging from Nipah and Ebola to 

SARS and HPAI-H5N1, this meeting—at which I was not present and about 

which I did not know until recently—led to what came to be known in some 

circles as “the 12 Manhattan Principles.”   

Dr. Subhash Morzaria, from the FAO Regional Offices in Asia and the 

Pacific (FAO-RAP), was there, and has been thoroughly involved in both the 

exigencies of managing recent outbreaks of FMD and HPAI in the GMS, as well 

as coordinating the development of the Manhattan Principles into a remarkable 

new global framework, commonly known as One World/One Health (OWOH).  As 

mentioned before, when I brought up the intensification of conflicts over land use 

and increasing pressures on small-holders in the context of expanding animal 

and plant monocultures at the country level, the concerns of community 

participants fell on deaf ears, or rather were dismissed as beyond the technical 

scope of our participatory studies.  It is interesting, then, that these concerns 

found a much warmer reception in FAO’s regional offices and in my 

conversations with Dr. Morzaria.  Importantly, as described in the introduction to 

this dissertation, acknowledgement of the failures and oversights of programs is 



177 

 

not to suggest abandoning them, but rather takes the form of a critique that begs 

for reform, identifying where further oversight and action are required. 

Our interview was wide-ranging, beginning with an idea addressed by Dr. 

Edwards in his introduction to emerging infections in the GMS: the idea of 

“beneficiary pays.”  Dr. Morzaria was straightforward in his articulation of the 

rationale, the difficulties of getting countries to invest in prevention, and his 

acknowledgement of the criticism that recent “global” interest in infectious 

diseases has more to do with self-interest than altruism or some abstract “global 

good.”  He puts forth an eloquent statement of what might be called the politics of 

understanding, which is not founded on a strict divide between technical 

knowledge and political advocacy.  Particularly noteworthy is how, by adopting a 

“pro-poor” disease control strategy, the OWOH framework manages to transform 

the spaces and places of poverty into so-called “hot spots” for disease 

emergence and targets for community-based strategies for disease control.  And 

once again, the conversation begins with an idea that the beneficiary should pay: 

SM:  Coordinating investment is a challenge.  Prevention investment is not 
very attractive for most donors.  But if you look at the cost/benefit analysis, 
prevention is much, much cheaper than reaction to disease.  And we know 
that if you want to do prevention, you have to do very good surveillance 
programs, because unless we detect the disease early enough we cannot 
prevent it from being spread.  It is in that context we are saying significant 
investment should be made.  So we are recommending an approach 
which is called the “hot spot” approach, which is an approach that focuses 
on where there are certain factors that contribute and make those places 
more likely places for the emergence of disease. 

 
I mean, if SARS occurred and disappeared and nothing happened for 
another ten years, probably little would have happened beyond the 
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revisions of the International Health Regulations (IHR).  But because we 
got the SARS outbreak back to back with avian influenza – SARS first 
occurred in 2002, and as soon as SARS got just under control we had 
another [H5N1] avian influenza outbreak.  So people and countries were 
already sensitized.  And that’s why we got such a huge amount of funding, 
I mean the global community put in $2.5 billion for addressing the avian 
influenza problem. 
 

 The problem now is there is a “flu fatigue” in some ways, you know.  We 
need to make sure that that we fight this fatigue, that we strike while the 
iron is hot.  We can maintain a very regular record, a tab on what is going 
on with avian influenza, so we see that avian influenza is still there and it 
is occurring in all these countries.  Outbreaks are occurring as we speak 
and as long as that continues, there is going to be a threat for pandemic 
influenza.  

 So really, we started with a vision.  We will now think about how to 
implement this.  This is a global program [for new emerging infections].  It 
is going to be huge.  It’s going to be as big as, you know, big programs 
like the Global Fund for Malaria, HIV/AIDS, and TB, for example. 

 BH: It will be on that scale?! 

SM: If you read the OWOH framework document, we were talking about 
$1.2 billion a year for the next ten years to address emerging infectious 
diseases.  So we're talking an investment of between $12 to $16 billion in 
the next ten years.  But people don't think this is a large amount when you 
consider we are calculating this globally, and not just at a country level. 

 
I asked Dr. Morzaria what he thinks compels countries to donate and coordinate 

at such an extraordinary scale.  

It is very clear that investing in developed countries where diseases aren't 
emerging on a regular basis is a waste of time.  In developed countries 
infectious diseases are not a problem.  In developed countries the major 
problems are metabolic diseases and lifestyle diseases.  

 
But now these countries are under constant threat from diseases from 
developing countries.  They have seen this already from foot-and-mouth 
(FMD) outbreaks causing billions of dollars in damage to avian influenza 



179 

 

threatening industry as well as pandemic influenza.  You know that avian 
influenza, when it was in Southeast Asia in early 2005, the global 
community really didn’t [give a damn] about this, you know.  They didn’t 
want to put money in it. 

 
BH:  Really? 

 
SM:  Yes.  It was only when it spilled over from Asia and it went into 
Russia and into Europe and suddenly countries started getting panicky 
and said, “On no, it’s going to come and hit us!”  Then the funding started 
rolling in.  So it is very clear that the countries in Europe and probably 
North America responded to the threat from developing countries and 
that’s why they will be investing so much.  I see it as a win-win situation.   

 
But we still have to try and sensitize people.  It’s a process, okay, it is not 
something that just drops out of the sky and people start funding it.  
People have to be convinced, people have to understand it, and, you 
know, this is a result of fairly intensive six months of hundreds of 
thousands of dollars spent on various meetings, telephone conversations, 
revisions and iterations, people’s time, huge numbers of the intellectual 
community recruited to make an input, and the document is becoming like 
500 pages that’s finally been condensed into a 60-page abstract.  So it’s 
very difficult.  It’s a very dense document.  

 
Perhaps it is not a particularly readable document.  But it is difficult when 
you try and condense people’s ideas into a compact document to present 
it.  So there is a lot of information behind each of these pages to read, you 
know.  So now it is time to plan how we are going to communicate this to 
the global community.  Because when we attend this conference hosted in 
Winnipeg next year, what will happen is that this large number of people – 
politicians, not only technical people but also politicians coming there.  
They will ask questions which we have already addressed and gone 
through in the last six months, okay, and we have to have the patience to 
revisit them and address them so they understand as well.  And that is 
how the knowledge gets disseminated.  Most people don't have time to 
read all this.  And then not only read it, but time to really understand it.   
 
So I think it’s going to be an interesting process, the start of a larger 
process to think about what is the framework for implementation, the 
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broad question of whether it should be implemented as one program or 
would it be better cut out into little bits and pieces and then different bits 
and pieces will be managed by different modalities, or whether 
somewhere there will be an overarching group.  Like UNSIC is now the 
overarching group.  FAO does its own thing, WHO does its own thing, 
UNICEF does its own thing, and UNSIC just makes all these UN agencies 
work together and coordinates it.   

 
I asked whether he felt a new UN agency would ultimately emerge from the influx 

of funding associated with the OWOH framework.  He agreed with Annu Lehtinen 

from UNSIC.  

SM:  I don't think there will be a new UN agency for sure for this.  No, it will 
not happen.  The flexibility required to work with partners like wildlife 
organizations, forestry people, agriculture people, vets, medics, 
immigration, cross border issues – it’s a huge partnership issue.  
Partnership is the big issue.  Technical issues are easy; to make people 
work together is the most difficult part.   

 
BH:  Funny, you are not the first person to say that during this research.   

 
SM:  And it’s even more than that.  We are saying that investment should 
be made in the poorest communities before the diseases occur.  The poor 
communities are primary hot spots so if you don't invest in poor 
communities’ problems, day-to-day problems, then we may not be able to 
control zoonotic diseases.   
 
Poor communities are not interested in looking for new diseases; they are 
already struggling to address their existing problems so we need to invest 
there.  And by investing there we will have access to an environment 
where when something new happens we pick it up very quickly.  That’s 
our entry point.  But also the document clearly recognizes that just 
targeting emerging infectious diseases is not directly going to help poor 
people.  Poverty alleviation efforts are much more broad and bigger than 
emerging infectious diseases.  
 
But it is very stimulating to think about it because before people thought 
about disease control as a technical challenge.  Now we recognize that 
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controlling disease is extraordinarily complex.  It requires us to understand 
the socio-economic background of the environment we work in, the 
ecological environment, the farming systems and the culture.  All these 
things are very important – market chains, value chains – all these things 
we need to understand.   
 
Everything requires resources, commitment, and really tenacity.  Most 
countries don't consider this avian influenza as a top priority.  Indonesia 
has got earthquakes and tsunamis and volcanoes and poverty and lots of 
other things which kill more people.  Malaria kills more people.  TB kills 
more people in Indonesia than avian influenza so they don't see it as a 
priority, as an immediate priority.  The global community sees it as a 
priority because they are threatened by the persistence of a strain of avian 
influenza virus that might cause a pandemic.  So our priority at ECTAD for 
Indonesia is very different from what Indonesia’s priorities are for 
Indonesia.  This is another problem. 
 
You have to try and understand the social issues.  If you don't understand 
the social issues you are not going to address the problem in a realistic 
way.  You will not succeed.  Absolutely you will not succeed.  We know 
that.  If a guy is only working in Australia and England or in North America 
and he says, “Well, this is the only way to control disease,” and he brings 
his ideas and tries to replicate them in Indonesia, it won't work.   
 
Yesterday I was in a UNSIC meeting and this doctor comes in and said, 
“Look, these veterinarians are not – their surveillance program is very 
poor.  The only time they know that there is avian influenza is when a 
couple of human beings die.”  So I said, “Okay, you are a smart person, 
you know that when you are sick or your family is sick you go to a doctor.  
When a chicken is sick the chicken doesn't go to a bloody veterinarian, 
you know.”  It dies and nobody sees it or cares most of the time.  When 
human beings die it just reminds us that the H5N1 influenza is still there.  
But if it doesn't hit a human being, avian influenza persists and most of the 
time the farmers will not report it. 
 
So for me, I think the real solution is poverty eradication.  Infectious 
diseases drop almost invariably in countries where economic development 
takes place.  It is a direct correlation.  The livestock revolution provides a 
market opportunity because when you have big mega-cities with 12 to 15 
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million people, these people need a source of protein every day.  They 
want either chicken or fish or beef or something like that.  Where are they 
going to get it?  People in the rural countryside can produce it and if they 
can have market access they have a fantastic opportunity to make money. 

 
Just as this dissertation began with the dawning expert recognition of the 

oversights and unintended consequences of the Livestock Revolution in the 

GMS—exemplified by the cases of FMD and HPAI-H5N1—and the threat these 

unintended consequences pose to precisely the people the strategy of the 

Livestock Revolution was meant to help in the first place, this chapter concludes 

with Dr. Morzaria’s statement that these oversights and mistakes are not reasons 

to give up on the dream of the Livestock Revolution, but rather a call for more 

investment and oversight, reaching down to the level of community-based 

disease management and better plugging communities into the intensifying 

circuits of trade within and beyond the GMS. 
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Conclusion 

The wet-rice cultivatable areas of the Mekong were precisely how the 

region became known as a “golden land,” worthy of a lofty Sanskrit word 

("Suvarnabhumi" in Thai, the name of the new airport in Bangkok) that did not 

come from the GMS, but rather washed like a semiotic pebble along with 

Buddhism from South Asia, a single term settling across ethnolinguistic 

differences through those lands populated by wet rice aquaculture.        

As of March 30, 2009, there have been 413 laboratory-confirmed human 

cases of H5N1 infection in 15 countries, 256 of which were fatal.  More than 60 

countries in the Middle East, Asia, Europe, and Africa have had outbreaks of the 

H5N1 strain of HPAI in poultry or wild birds (FAO 2009).  My institutional 

ethnography should be situated in relation to Figure #6.  Since late 2006, I have 

focused primarily on veterinary clusters associated with regional offices for FAO 

and OIE, as well as areas of overlap (and considerable discord) with WHO and 

UNICEF, represented in the central cluster of the illustration.  My final research 

interviews were with FAO, ECTAD, a prominent INGO, and UNSIC.  Much of the 

rest of the time I spent hop-scotching some of the circles at the bottom-left of the 

figure, like backyard birds, cock fighters/fanciers, government ministries and 

authorities, and urban and rural market chains and labor markets.  I was 

ultimately unable to gain research access to the privately owned, highly 

intensive, anti-market, vertically-integrated facilities represented by the bubbles 

at the bottom center labeled “Big chicken” and “CP Thailand etc.”   
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Figure #6 – AHI “Actor Network.”  This is an “actor-network” created by the 
STEPS Centre diagrams the “stakeholders” in veterinary, public health, and 
pandemic preparedness associated with avian and human influenza (AHI).  
Scoones and Forster (2008) and their colleagues have done excellent conceptual 
work on many of the issues touched on in this dissertation.  This chart uses the 
term “actor network” in a different way from Latour, but the diagram provides a 
good sense of the mind-boggling complexity of the institutional landscape 
associated with the reemergence and spread of H5N1 from the GMS. 

In recent years, a centuries-old, oceanic reservoir for avian influenza 

viruses, predominantly in southern China, has been brought into contact with 

radical changes in food production systems, creating new sorts of conditions ripe 

for the production of pathogenic avian strains and pandemic human strains.  

Thus we are confronting the unforeseen consequences of the Livestock 

Revolution, a good example of the technological quandary Giddens associates 
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with “reflexive modernity.”  In this conclusion I would like to stretch the metaphor 

of epidemic oversight even further, by drawing a connection to the ethos of 

modernity and reflections on the anthropology of expertise.  As Giddens wrote:  

With the advent of modernity, reflexivity…is introduced into the very basis 
of system reproduction, such that thought and action are constantly 
refracted back upon one another. […] The reflexivity of modern social life 
consists in the fact that social practices are constantly examined and 
reformed in the light of incoming information about those very practices, 
thus constitutively altering their character. […] Probably we are only now, 
in the late twentieth century, beginning to realize in a full sense how 
deeply unsettling this outlook is.  For when the claims of reason replaced 
those of tradition, they appeared to offer a sense of certitude greater than 
that provided by preexisting dogma.  But this idea only appears 
persuasive so long as we do not see that the reflexivity of modernity 
actually subverts reason, at any rate where reason is understood as the 
gaining of certain knowledge…  [T]he equation of knowledge with certitude 
has turned out to be misconceived.  We are abroad in a world which is 
thoroughly constituted through reflexively applied knowledge, but where at 
the same time we can never be sure that any given element of that 
knowledge will not be revised” (Giddens 1990:38-39).   

 
Because of the reflexivity of what I have called epidemic oversight, we 

“responsibilized” subjects, we reflexive moderns, we who would struggle to relate 

logos to ethos, are faced with “a crisis of authority” when it comes to controlling 

emerging infections and protecting rural livelihoods.  More information has hardly 

led to more certainty about what to do and how to live.  But as Giddens argues, if 

the experts have lost their faith in reason to provide certain grounds for action, it 

wasn’t the sort of overcoming truly deserving of the name “post-modern” so much 

as it was the reasonable thing to do.  Since oversights are inevitable and we 
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therefore move in an “ecology of ignorance,” Luhmann (1998) suggests perhaps 

we would do better to proceed in terms of “understandings.” 

 Commenting on Luhmann, Rabinow (2008:59) writes: “Dryly and without 

pathos or nostaligia, Luhmann calls that which has taken the place of authority 

‘the politics of understanding.’  Understandings are negotiated provisos that can 

be relied upon for a given time.  Such understandings…attempt to fix reference 

points.  Reference points are those things that are removed from the argument 

for further controversies in which coalitions and oppositions can form anew.  

Understandings have one big advantage over the claims of authority: they cannot 

be discredited but can only be constantly renegotiated.  Finally, their value does 

not increase but only decreases with age.”  In the following section entitled 

“Responsibility to Ignorance,” Rabinow (2008:60-62) clarifies Luhmann’s 

concept: “We move in a situation of systemic ignorance…[p]recisely because of 

the form we have given to the future….  This point does not imply that we need a 

better map of what we don’t know so that we can go about acquiring the requisite 

knowledge in an ever more comprehensive manner. […] Rather, it means that 

there are inherently volatile, temporally unfolding spaces of ignorance that do not 

require filling in (as they were not always there and there will always be more of 

them).  These spaces are differentially distributed and are, of course, saturated 

by partially volatile and partially frozen sets of power relations.”  Rabinow 

pursues the implications of this diagram of associations and systems dwelling in 

an ecology of partial and permanent ignorance.  The terrain arrived at is ethical, 

raising the unsettling and infectious question of expert responsibility to ignorance.     
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   Reflections on the Anthropology of Expertise 
 

[W]hat is the meaning of science as a vocation?…Tolstoy has given the 
simplest answer, with the words: ‘Science is meaningless because it gives 
no answer to our question, the only question important for us: “What shall 
we do and how shall we live?”’…The only question that remains is the 
sense in which science gives ‘no’ answer, and whether or not science 
might yet be of some use to the one who puts the question correctly. 

—Max Weber 
 

Anthropology is a science and has the tools to understand science as a 
form of culture. 

—Sarah Franklin 
 

Sarah Franklin’s (1995) statement above makes a number of contestable 

claims that I want to take seriously, if out of context.  The first, “anthropology is a 

science,” is hardly uncontroversial, but I insist on taking it as a starting point.  

Geertz’s reading of the move from planets and pendulums to chrysanthemums 

and swords notwithstanding, let it suffice for now to take the meaning of the word 

literally: “anthropos” plus “logos.”  Anthropology involves the production of logoi—

discourses that are accountable to audit and “reasonable” within a “delimited field 

of experience”—about things human.  Yet according to Franklin (1995), the job 

for which anthropological tools can be put to work is “to understand science as a 

form of culture.”  Taken as a whole, anthropology is both the subject of the 

sentence and part of the object under study; it is a science that can understand 

science.  Everything depends upon how one conceives of the last bit, “a form of 

culture.”  Only after we are clear about what this might mean can questions about 

science, anthropology, and the right tools for the job be posed. 
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Of course, concepts of reason, science, progress, and freedom have been 

in question since the second half of the eighteenth century.  This questioning—

an epidemic of reflexivity that “includes reflection upon the nature of reflection 

itself” (Giddens 1990:39)—has not impeded the travel of such ideas, but rather 

seems part of the very means by which they come to matter (whether embraced, 

denounced, or reformulated as “another reason,” Prakash 1999) in contexts 

unimaginable to Enlightenment Europe.  Franklin’s claim raises the question of 

Enlightenment: “rational thought…put in question not only as to its nature, its 

foundation, its powers and its rights, but also as to its history and its geography; 

as to its immediate past and its present reality; as to its time and place” (Foucault 

1991:9).  Kant and Mendelssohn set out to answer this question in the 

Berlinische Monatschrift in 1784.   

Just as Kant (1983[1784]) argued that “mankind’s exit from its self-

imposed immaturity” requires “mankind’s” coming into knowledge of itself, taking 

responsibility for itself, Foucault individuates this event as philosophy realizing its 

reflexivity in the world, opening philosophy up (by limiting it) to a world already in 

history and in motion.  Foucault writes some suggestive lines about the different 

trajectories of the question of Enlightenment in Europe: 

These questionings are those which must be addressed to a rationality 
which makes universal claims while developing in contingency; which 
asserts its unity and yet proceeds only by means of partial modification 
when not by general recastings; [ …] what we are to examine essentially 
is a reason whose autonomy of structures carries with itself the history of 
dogmatisms and despotisms—a reason which, consequently, has the 
effect of emancipation only on the condition that it succeeds in freeing 
itself of itself (Foucault 1991:12). 
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This dissertation shows how recognizable forms of Kant’s reflexive 

question regarding the time and place of reason are resurfacing across human, 

animal, and environmental sciences in the last decades of the 20th century.  I 

take the basic form of this movement, a kind of self-perpetuating self-oversight, a 

swerving from one’s time and place in order to think about that time and place, as 

a productive way of thinking about modernity.  This reflexive ethos is infectious, 

at least in the sense that it operates at the (non-Euclidean) frontiers of 

understandings and scales of technical intervention, and occasionally opens onto 

entirely new (non-Euclidean) environments within which it might find productive 

“spaces” to flourish.  Perhaps it seems perverse to connect audit with the 

question of Enlightenment, but I think the similarity of ethos revealing.   

Situating Franklin’s provocation within centuries of philosophical 

questioning suggests that any approach to science or reason as something like a 

“form of culture”—be it in development studies, postcolonial scholarship, social 

studies of science, or other anthropologies of reason—must inevitably confront 

its own answer to the question, “What is Enlightenment?”  Franklin’s survey of 

the many vectors by which the discipline of anthropology was confronted with its 

“time and place”—vectors ranging from feminist provincializing of the 

nature/culture binary in kinship studies to postcolonial backtalk to an 

epidermalizing, Orientalizing gaze—reveals the wide range of available attitudes 
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one can bring to Weber’s famous Fragestellung.46  Critiques of “logocentrism” 

and “science as violence” are no doubt concerned with Tolstoy’s question—what 

shall we do and how shall we live?—but to the degree that some of this work fails 

to problematize the relationship between logos and ethos (or knowledge and 

politics) these approaches are seemingly caught in a Faustian choice between 

refusal of accountable logos altogether and a paradoxical embrace of a faith 

shared by Durkheimian modernization theory and Marxian praxis alike that the 

methodical pursuit of sovereign truth is the key to securing human destiny.  Of 

course, many have refused this false choice, each taking up in their own way an 

alternative project of historical critique, “an attempt to gain a past a posteriori 

from which we might spring, as against that from which we do spring” (Nietzsche 

1998[1873]).   

Colonial and post-colonial problem-spaces are not the only sites where 

reason has been put into question as to its time and place.  Strathern, Beck, 

Giddens, Rose, and others have noted that there is a sense in which a reflexive 

and incessant revisioning of practices in light of information about those 

practices—a systematic observing of observers and an obligatory situating of 

knowledges—has become more or less institutionalized across diverse domains 

in recent decades.  Some of those who would approach “science as a form of 

culture” have argued that the core dynamics of knowledge production have 

transformed in the last few decades, breaching disciplinary confines of authority 
                                                 
46 “What chain of circumstances led to the appearance in the West, and only in 
the West, of cultural phenomena which—or so at least we like to think—came to 
have universal significance and validity?”  (original emphasis, Weber 2002:356). 
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and institution with a flood of more diffuse, trans-disciplinary, heterogeneous, 

context-dependent, application-oriented, reflexive, and provisional knowledge 

practices (Gibbons et al. 1994; Nowotny, Scott, and Gibbons 2001).  These 

infectious forms of reflexivity are certainly about standardization, cost-

effectiveness, accountability, measurement, monitoring and evaluation, the 

tyranny of transparency, and governing at a distance, but it seems to me what 

unites these new forms of knowledge practices is neither a set of methods nor a 

new “Mode” of production, but rather an attitude, a sense of urgency, and a 

conviction that care is called for and that the problems should be taken seriously. 

This dissertation is an attempt to put history in service of life and in search 

of exit.  By exit I mean creating designs that, for example, expose the puzzles 

from the problems, a necessary first step to have the wisdom to “drop” certain 

problems, or at least historically situate and change our relation to them.  Like 

Franklin, I am concerned with what it means to approach science as a form of 

culture, recognizing from the outset that one is involved in what one is analyzing, 

a situated production of “reasonable” discourse about the time and place of 

discourses that are (or at least were) considered reasonable.  Foucault’s 

reflections on Canguilhem’s “way of doing” the history of science have important 

implications for prominent ways the sciences have been approached in the 

discipline of anthropology.  By reorienting the history of science from those highly 

formalized disciplines at the top of the positivist food chain to the experimental 

domains of life, biology, and medicine, Foucault (1991) argues that Canguilhem 

did more than just shift attention to a neglected domain of history.  Rather, 
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Canguilhem’s work poses a philosophical problem: “Should life be considered as 

nothing more than one of the areas that raises the general question of truth, the 

subject, and knowledge?  Or does it oblige us to pose the question in a different 

way?  Should not the whole theory of the subject be reformulated, seeing that 

knowledge, rather than opening onto the truth of the world, is deeply rooted in the 

‘errors’ of life?” (Foucault 1991).  Canguilhem does not neglect those dimensions 

of existence associated with life that anthropologists have generally explored 

through some version of phenomenology—sex, sickness, suffering, experience, 

pleasure, death—but rather poses the question of experience and the subject in 

a different way.  One could say that if Descartes made the distinction 

subject/object the starting point for questions of truth, Canguilhem’s substitution 

of the distinction object/concept47 brings the world of value and norm into view as 

they relate to the truths and “errors” of life (see Luhmann 1993:15-16; Foucault 

2003b:14-15).48  

                                                 
47 “Through an elucidation of knowledge about life and of the concepts that 
articulate that knowledge, Canguilhem wishes to determine the situation of the 
concept in life. That is, of the concept insofar as it is one of the modes of that 
information which every living being takes from its environment and by which 
conversely it structures its environment.  The fact that man lives in a conceptually 
structured environment does not prove he has turned away from life, or that a 
historical drama has separated him from it—just that he lives in a certain way, 
that he has a relationship with his environment such that he has no set point of 
view toward it, that he is mobile on an undefined or a rather broadly defined 
territory, that he has to move around in order to gather information, that he has to 
move things relative to one another in order to make them useful.” (Foucault 
2003b:14-15). 
48 Luhmann notes two modes of drawing distinctions that an observer can use 
when communicating about communications.  One indicates an object by 
employing a mode of distinction that indicates something as distinct from 
everything else without specifying the other side of the distinction.  The second 
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Foucault’s reflections on Canguilhem’s approach to the history of science 

resonate with key features of his own histories of the present.  Neither are doing 

a history of the slow exposure of the truth, a history of how many wrong turns 

and difficult paths led to the discovery of what we know to be true today.  Since 

error in the experimental sciences is not overcome through the gradual discovery 

of the truth, but rather “by the formation of new ways of ‘speaking true,’” it follows 

that these transformations in ways of speaking true constantly rework the 

possibilities for an account of their history.  Donna Haraway once asserted that 

“what counts as an object is really what history turns out to be about.”  This does 

not mean the historian’s task is to merely catalogue what counted as true in a 

given time and place.  Canguilhem insisted on including the viewpoint of the 

epistemologist, recognizing that what counts as an object as well as what can be 

said about it always takes place in relation to historically specifiable norms.  

Including the viewpoint of the epistemologist does not provide “a general theory 

of every science and of every possible scientific achievement; it is the search for 

the normativity internal to the different scientific activities, as they have actually 

been carried out” (Foucault 2003b:12).  Thus, one should not expect to discover 

an underlying essence or telos of science, whether it be “science as violence” or 

science as falsifiability.  As Weber (1949:68) put it, “A new ‘science’ emerges 

                                                                                                                                                 
restricts what can constitute the other side of the distinction (e.g. nature/culture, 
organized/disorganized, normal/abnormal, rational/irrational).  Luhmann calls the 
“condensate of such a process of drawing distinctions,” concepts.  In a footnote 
Luhmann writes, “What is important is that we do not proceed on the basis of the 
distinction object/subject; for in choosing this form…we would leave ourselves no 
room for what we wish to refer to in the text as ‘concepts’…” (Luhmann 1993:15). 
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where new problems are pursued by new methods and truths are thereby 

discovered which open up significant new points of view.”  And since norms 

apply no less to the anthropologist of the contemporary (why else would there be 

something to say?), for Canguilhem, as for Weber and Foucault, “both the object 

of understanding and the subject of understanding are historically situated and ‘in 

question’” (Rabinow 2003:36).  All this is not to say that science is just like other 

aspects of culture; Canguilhem would never have consented to the notion that 

science is merely politics by other means.  On the contrary, reflexive reference to 

distinctions like true/false or reasonable/unreasonable represents for Canguilhem 

the most singular way of living that life could have devised for itself (Foucault 

2003b:15; Canguilhem 2000:351-384).    

And for those who would assert the illegitimacy of modernity by identifying 

an underlying essence or eschatology in knowledge production or development 

practices, I would point out with Blumenberg that there is a critical difference 

between the form the future takes in the modern concept of progress from the 

form it takes in any sort of eschatology.  Even the most utopian schemes of 

modern progress agree that by definition people make their own history, even if 

not in conditions of their own choosing.  Blumenberg (1983:34) argues that “The 

proposition that man makes history…is initially only a principle of self-assertion 

against the uncertainty imposed on knowledge by the overwhelming 

heterogeneous theological principle,” i.e., the old nominalist idea of God’s 

omnipotence.  In other words, “self-assertion” is one way to cope by taking 

responsibility for a world that was not made for humankind. 
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Anthropologists like Haraway (1999[1991]), Rosaldo, and others have 

proposed a notion of situated knowledges as a corrective to both positivist and 

relativist epistemologies.  Of course, the idea that “all knowledge is knowledge 

from a particular point of view” is not a new one.  Nietzsche49 and Weber made it 

an explicit starting point in their problematization of the relationship between 

logos and ethos.  And, as Strathern (2004[1991]) notes, a sort of perspectivalism 

associated with a sense that there is always more information than can possibly 

be taken into account characterizes the environment that both the anthropologist 

of reason and her subjects quite explicitly understand themselves to dwell in.  But 

what then?  Strathern’s observations on modern perspectivalism suggest that a 

more adequate account of the world cannot merely be a matter of multiplying 

perspectives, accumulating views and voices in the mode of capitalism.  One can 

switch perspectives, zoom in or out, only at the cost of losing sight of other 

information.  Without resorting to “context” or other ordering devices that operate 

in terms of general and particular and such, the historian of the present, as well 

                                                 
49 “…let us beware of the dangerous old conceptual fable which posited a ‘pure, 
will-less, painless, timeless knowing subject,’ let us beware of the tentacles of 
such contradictory concepts as ‘pure reason,’ ‘absolute spirituality,’ ‘knowledge in 
itself’;--for these always ask us to imagine an eye which it is impossible to 
imagine, an eye which supposedly looks out in no particular direction, an eye 
which supposedly either restrains or altogether lacks the active powers of 
interpretation which first make seeing into seeing something—for here, then, a 
nonsense and non-concept is demanded of the eye.  Perspectival seeing is the 
only kind of seeing there is, perspectival ‘knowing ‘ the only kind of ‘knowing’; 
and the more feelings about a matter which we allow to come to expression, the 
more eyes, different eyes through which we are able to view this same matter, 
the more complete our ‘conception’ of it, our ‘objectivity’ will be (Nietzsche 
1996[1887]:98). 



196 

 

as the anthropologist of the contemporary, can begin to organize and experiment 

with this seemingly irreducible complexity by attending to singularities, events.  

Since error in the sciences is overcome by pursuing new problems, Canguilhem 

notes that the marking of discontinuities, the identification of events, is not a 

theory one brings to the history of truthful discourses, but is rather a “way of 

doing” called forth by the very object with which one is dealing.  Making decisions 

(an assertion of values, to be sure) about the significance of events must be a 

starting point in an inquiry that would treat science as a form of culture. 

Anthropologists inclined to view science as culture have generally 

approached the problem from one of two angles.  How does a preexisting density 

of categories and commitments in particular times and places (and saturated with 

power relations) come to inform technoscientific knowledge and practice?  How 

in turn do technoscientific practices come to refigure those commitments and 

categories, the horizons of possibility of who various “we”s take our/themselves 

to be?  The above insights indicate that the situation involves not only what new 

forms of knowledge and figures of truth are at stake, but what kinds of questions 

can and do get asked.  What (perhaps unacknowledged) problems are in the 

background?  How and under what conditions did a situation come to require 

care or engender angst, making it into a problem calling for thoughtful action in 

light of knowledge, information, or at least our most current understandings?  

What “significant new points of view” are opened up?  What subjects, concepts, 

and objects are at stake?  As Latour, Callon, and others have used the language 

of “agency” or “actants” to illustrate, the elements and vectors involved will 
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necessarily include those kinds of actors conventionally taken to be the subjects 

of history (i.e., humans), but unruly actors like RNA-viruses, animals, 

mosquitoes, brine shrimp, scallops, dog genomes, elusive embryos, new 

reproductive technologies, new forms of property, sedimented (yet vibrant) ideas 

of race, gender, nationality and other forms of human difference, claims to 

alterity, authenticity, or modernity (alternative and otherwise), and even Gods 

and spirits are just as apt to be part of the problem. 

Weber’s observation that all social sciences arise in relation to pragmatic 

considerations provides a useful starting point for an approach that does not see 

scientific problems as problems sui generis.  Latour is not the only one to 

suggest that the metaphysics that makes epistemology a problem is singular, 

hardly universal, and really rather peculiar.  But, as Rabinow points out, “the 

consequences of such a move remain very open” (1996:31).  Rather than taking 

modern philosophy’s preoccupation with epistemology—the problem of finding 

grounds for clarifying and adjudicating the representations of the knowing 

subject—as an expression of an epochal Constitution or as a wrong-turn in 

“thought’s” edifying conversation with itself, an alternative approach suggests 

treating the problem of representations as imbricated and worked on in a wide 

array of historically locatable practices related to other problems (Rabinow 

1996:34).   

In “Science as a Vocation,” Weber makes the seemingly unnecessary 

observation that all sciences presuppose that the results of their work are “’worth 

being known.’  In this, obviously, are contained all our problems” (Weber 
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1958:143).  Rabinow, commenting on Weber, sums up the methodological 

challenge for a present-oriented reading of contemporary problems: “The act of 

identifying the ‘conceptual interconnection of problems’…is the subject and 

object, as well as the site of the logic, ethics, and politics of cultural 

understanding and the science appropriate to it” (2003:36).  Thus thinking, 

understood as “nothing more and nothing less than a historically locatable set of 

practices” (Rabinow 1996:34) within a milieu of associations ranging from the 

microscopic to the institutional, organized in relation to problem-spaces, must be 

part of what is meant by “culture” if one is to conceive of “science as a form of 

culture.”   

Situating knowledges as they operate in experience will not take the form 

of unmasking a secret story behind the scenes nor an external, demystified 

observer speaking truth to power, but rather requires ongoing collaborative 

efforts to clarify problems in common.  And since it is by now well established 

that science, technology, and inquiry can give rise to problems that they cannot 

solve, the anthropologist should always bear in mind that “humanism pretends to 

solve problems that it cannot pose” (Foucault in Rabinow 1999:11).  In this 

dissertation I use the concept of governmentality, which situates familiar terms 

associated with life in liberal society—freedom, rights, reason, public and private, 

and technologies, politics, and ethics—within a broader genealogy of thoughtful 

practices for the “conduct of conduct.”  This allows inquiry to contribute to design-

work on new configurations of the contemporary human animal, some old figure 

of which we would otherwise be obliged to take recourse.  This approach 
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foregrounds the importance of animals both as subjects of history, new forms of 

industrial property and products, as significant others in human lives, and as 

instruments in contemporary projects for the “conduct of conduct” associated with 

governing poverty and preventing emerging zoonotic infections in the GMS. 

For anyone seeking to understand expertise as “a form of culture,” how to 

deal with (organize, explore, and think about) a surfeit of forms of knowledge is a 

starting point for inquiry.  Collier and Ong (2005) have proposed the terms oikos 

and anthropos as frames for “entering into” contemporary anthropological 

problems without presupposing the objects that have for so long defined the 

scopes of the human sciences (e.g., economy, religion, environment, society, 

culture).  Terms like biodiversity, eco-value, environmental economics, 

bioprospecting, emerging infectious disease, biosecurity, new reproductive 

technologies, globalization, bioethics, etc. indicate new domains of 

problematization.  A problematization is a technical term that “does not mean the 

representation of a preexistent object nor the creation through discourse of an 

object that did not exist.  It is the ensemble of discursive and nondiscursive 

practices that make something enter into the play of true and false and constitute 

it as an object of thought” (Foucault in Rabinow 2003:18).  A problematization 

occurs when prior ways of understanding and acting encounter difficulties—for 

example, when disease control and eradication practices fail to deliver the 

promised results or new biological threats are identified that render old solutions 

inadequate—resulting in the transformation of difficulties into practical, ethical, 

and political problems.  The task for the anthropologist, Rabinow underscores, is 
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not to proceed directly toward solution, but rather to “understand and to put forth 

a diagnosis of ‘what makes these responses simultaneously possible’” (2003:16-

20).  The design-concepts of problematization, apparatus, and assemblage 

provide an initial orientation for inquiry into contemporary anthropological 

problems, an inquiry that begins with the understanding that “anthropos is that 

being who suffers from too many logoi” (Rabinow 2003:6).  This dissertation 

draws on some other conceptual design-work by authors like De Landa, Deleuze 

and Guattari, Braudel, Luhmann, but also organizational theorists, neo-

institutional economists, virologists, sociologists, and others.  Importantly, 

whatever amalgam of designs one employs, anthropological inquiry requires 

getting situated in proximity to the action (pathos, trouble, problem), working with 

others, and finding a way to relate what is learned in the ensuing transactions to 

the question that ultimately concerns us: “What shall we do and how shall we 

live?”   

 
Conclusion 

In the last fifteen years, household production of livestock has increasingly 

been touted as an important vehicle for poverty reduction in mainland Southeast 

Asia.  This idea of a “Livestock Revolution” envisions rural smallholders moving 

from subsistence to commercial production in order to take advantage of rising 

livestock prices associated with rapid urbanization and changing dietary patterns 

in the region.  However, outbreaks of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome 

(SARS) in 2003, the H5N1 avian influenza virus since 2004, and FMD in 2005-6 
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have complicated this strategy and have highlighted the importance of regional 

cooperation on issues of animal and human health.  Efforts to control TADs were 

traditionally cast as efforts to ensure that poor rural communities can participate 

in emerging market opportunities, yet the recent wave of unprecedented 

international investment in animal disease control only came after high-profile 

outbreaks of diseases with global health and trade implications.   

In the Mekong, there are competing “geographies of blame” depending on 

who you ask about where the problem and responsibility for managing the H5N1 

strain of avian influenza should be addressed and what forms of action are 

appropriate.  Though FAO and OIE have established that commercial farms are 

probably the most important source of recent outbreaks, the majority of 

international focus in the Mekong has been on rural smallholders and free-range 

livestock, since the majority of poultry production occurs at the household level.  

Cambodia and Lao PDR are considered of particular concern since the vast 

majority of livestock production occurs at the household level with little or no 

biosecurity measures.  My interviews in Vietnam and Thailand were limited to 

state officials, employees of FAO and partner organizations, and commercial 

livestock operations so I decided to focus here on how avian influenza and foot-

and-mouth disease are rendered as distinctly “regional” problems.  In Lao PDR 

and Cambodia I was also able to go out and talk to community leaders, village 

animal health workers, and a variety of smallholder farmers in rural areas who 

have participated in FAO projects to control avian flu and foot-and-mouth 

disease.   
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This empirical material from rural areas provides a vantage for evaluating 

regional developments and tracking how the lives of people and their animals are 

bound together in gendered and (anti-) nationalist terms, especially through 

participatory efforts to govern poverty and animal diseases.  The biggest threat to 

the livelihoods of smallholder farmers comes from commercial production 

operations in two senses.  First, it is by now well-established that highly 

intensified, confined feeding operations provide the unique conditions under 

which Highly Pathogenic strains of avian influenza viruses are produced.  

Second, industrial poultry operations have become highly profitable in some 

countries and it is clear that in many cases national and even global policies are 

designed to protect these economic interests first.  The story becomes a little 

more scary when you consider the current H1N1 pandemic and the role of 

(especially intensively confined) pigs as potential mixing vessels.  Swine CAFOs 

are the new hot trend in the GMS.  We could have some real non-linear 

combinatoric fireworks if those two strains manage to mix it up in just the right 

way. 

The human/animal distinction has been central to thinking about politics at 

least since Aristotle’s polis.  My project examines transnational and state efforts 

to control two “transboundary animal diseases,” highly pathogenic avian 

influenza and foot-and-mouth disease, in the countries of the GMS.  Recent 

outbreaks of these diseases in mainland Southeast Asia have created a situation 

where the same types of animals promoted by the Food and Agriculture 

Organization of the United Nations (FAO) to alleviate poverty and increase food 
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security in the region are now also viewed as biological reservoirs for intolerable 

threats to human health and industry.  The project is based on ongoing multi-

sited ethnographic fieldwork conducted since October 2006 with two groups of 

participants who have different relationships to animal disease control activities in 

the Lower Mekong: 1) professional experts working with the FAO and its state 

and NGO partners and 2) backyard farmers, livestock buyers, community 

leaders, and village animal health workers who have participated in FAO projects 

to control avian flu and foot-and-mouth disease.  Using ethnographic 

documentation of local dilemmas and comparative examples from different 

contexts (national as well as urban versus rural), the dissertation is concerned 

with how transnational endeavors to control two animal diseases are 

transforming institutional milieus, national regimes of health government, and 

political relations between citizens, communities, and the state in the region.   

In the Mekong, the conventional “geography of blame” has for years 

pointed toward poor, rural smallholders and free-range livestock.  Cambodia and 

Lao PDR are of particular concern since the vast majority of livestock production 

occurs at the household level with little or no biosecurity measures.  My 

interviews in Viet Nam and Thailand were limited to state officials, employees of 

FAO and partner organizations, and commercial livestock operations so I 

decided to focus here on how avian influenza and foot-and-mouth disease are 

rendered as distinctly “regional” problems.  In Lao PDR and Cambodia I was also 

able to go out and talk to community leaders, village animal health workers, and 

a variety of smallholder farmers in rural areas who have participated in FAO 
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projects to control avian flu and foot-and-mouth disease.  This empirical material 

from rural areas provides a vantage for evaluating regional developments and 

tracking how the lives of people and their animals are bound together in 

gendered and (anti-) nationalist terms, especially through participatory efforts to 

govern poverty and animal diseases.   

Efforts to control animal diseases have further disrupted the idea of the 

household as a single economic unit with common interests, objectives, and 

access to resources.  Illustrating the contemporary linkage between biosecurity 

and poverty reduction, women and children are now at the forefront of efforts to 

prevent human transmission of avian flu as well as to mitigate the adverse 

consequences of animal disease control activities on rural communities.  FAO 

employs experts to analyze the gendered dynamics between household 

members, animals, biological materials, resources, and markets, both when 

identifying risk-factors as sites of behavioral intervention and when evaluating the 

adverse impact of biosecurity measures on communities.   

Efforts to reach women and ethnic minorities regarding animal disease 

have necessitated the development of mechanisms to create a two-way channel 

of communication with groups that have traditionally had limited access to formal 

and informal institutions of public life in the Lower Mekong.  In order to evaluate 

the actual effects of such participatory moves, FAO’s work in the GMS is best 

situated within larger “post-neoliberal” shifts in the way international financial 

institutions approach problems of development, including the shift from neoliberal 

faith in global capital markets and state downsizing to the current emphasis on 
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“capable states,” good governance, (liberal) institution building, and community 

partnerships (cf. Craig and Porter 2004).  Of course, delivering on promises of 

community participation and accountability is hardly straightforward in the 

absence of functioning civil societies, and working to build capable and 

sustainable liberal institutions can have anti-democratic consequences in the 

one-party states of the Lower Mekong.  The research attempts to rethink the 

place of animals in contemporary biopolitics and to raise the question of whether 

new models for the “community-based management of disease” can deliver on 

some of the promises of participation, or whether they will become just another 

instrument for bullying and, in the best cases, governing populations via their 

animals.  Answering these questions will require vigilance, and an almost 

compulsory work to pursue the self-perpetuating processes of oversight, 

intervention, audit, reform, and, occasionally, exit.  
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