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ABSTRACT

Veterinization, catalyzed by worries about rabies in colonial Britain, has reconfigured
dog-human relations beyond spaces of ill(health). Tracking human-dog relations across India
and the UK, in this article, we argue that veterinization’s reach is enabled by its “species
reductionism”, and that the ramifications for human and animal health as well as wellbeing
have not been entirely positive. Our analysis points to the need for circumspection about current
paradigms of interspecies health and calls for the rethinking of health beyond

anthropocentrism.
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In 2008, T (Krithika) was at a talk by a former head of a prominent British animal
welfare organization. The United Kingdom, he said, a world leader in animal welfare, was
responsible for showing BRIC countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China) how to improve animal
lives. This struck a discordant note in me. I vividly remembered “hiding” free-living dogs with
bad skin conditions or paraplegia whenever we got notice that foreign, often British, funders
were to visit the shelter in India where I used to volunteer. We knew those visitors would
consider these animals as experiencing poor welfare and exert pressure on management to
euthanize them. This, I realized more recently, was a perspective tied to veterinized norms. To
some of us volunteering or working in the shelter, those conditions were either treatable with
persistence or did not stop many animals from experiencing fulfilling lives — sometimes on two
legs. In the months following the talk, I noticed how, while dogs in the UK had access to
excellent veterinary care, they also had limited life opportunities. Dogs (and cats) were cared
for well in the London shelter where I volunteered. However, they were there not because of

illness or injury, as was the case in the shelter in India, but because they were not owned.

Sixteen years later, an Indian wildlife scientist leading a study on rabies showcased
veterinization when he told us: “The UK is a great dog loving nation. But you don’t see large
packs of dogs roaming on the streets. They used to be there a hundred years ago, but they culled
them.” To him, Indian street dogs should be similarly handled: “either put up in long-term
shelters or given up in adoption ... and as a last resort, if the state does not have capacity, you
can humanely euthanize.” While his main concerns were risks posed by street dogs, he added,
“dogs don’t live wonderful lives on the streets ... [they] get run over, get diseases, get attacked

by people.”

In this article, we reflect on how the veterinary and allied biomedical sciences have

reconfigured interspecies relations in two cultural and geopolitical regions: India and the UK.



By investigating the links between dogs, humans, and health, we show how veterinization,
enabled by its species reductionism, has been co-constitutive with the transnational
homogenization of norms about dog-human relations, a good dog life, the place of dogs in
human (public) health, and how public health can be achieved. This has impacted the
multidimensionality of interspecies interactions and health, affected the lives of dogs globally,

and had ambiguous outcomes for healthy societies.

We develop these arguments in conversation with scholarship on veterinization that

draws attention to how, as Broz et al (2021, 5) have described:

veterinary expertise has increasingly assumed a significant role in mediating
contemporary human-animal relations.... [D]rawing logics of care and biosecurity
together, veterinary knowledges ... hold the power to prescribe, regulate and

sanction those relations in the name of human and non-human well-being.

While Broz et al (2021), and other contributions to this Special Issue, deal with either
farmed or wild animals, we investigate evolving human-dog relations across the UK and India.
We examine how, catalyzed by concerns about rabies in colonial Britain, veterinary
interventions and knowledges have globally infused dog lives and transformed human-dog
relations. We discuss the 19" century colonial making of “stray” dogs, their elimination as
disease carriers, and the merging of dog control and welfare through veterinary mediation.
Building on these analyses, we advance work in medical anthropology (H. Brown and Nading
2019; Da Silva et al. 2023) to suggest that veterinization narrows the pursuit of interspecies
health to the technical (veterinary) governance of one (not-human) species — as opposed to
more equitably distributing health risks, responsibilities and benefits across species, human and
animal. We also highlight the need for circumspection about veterinized approaches to health:

the same normative processes that are oriented towards eliminating disease can simultaneously



reconfigure interspecies relations in ways that (a) produce newer conditions of ill health, and
(b) damage existing pluralities of human-animal relations and possibilities for multispecies

health beyond anthropocentrism.

In what follows, we draw on research carried out in India and the UK over several years
under the umbrella of four studies, two ethnographic and two mixed-method, on the
institutional, everyday, and health dimensions of dog-human relations (Srinivasan 2013, 2019;
Srinivasan et al. 2019; Srinivasan 2015; Srinivasan et al. 2024). Responding to the Special
Issue’s aims of investigating the veterinization of society, we have curated empirical materials
from those studies for a multiscalar and transcultural examination of interspecies relations,
their reconfiguration through veterinization, and how this affects dogs, humans, and health.
Our arguments draw on cumulative insights from these studies and Krithika’s immersive field

engagement in India for more than twenty-five years.

Specifically, the article’s empirical base consists of semi-structured interviews with
members of the public: Chennai (n=64), Mumbai (n=47), Alipurduar (n=39), Coochbehar
district (n= 38), Gurgaon (n=65); in-depth interviews with health and animal welfare
institutional actors in India and the UK (n=69); a survey of dog feeders distributed through
animal welfare networks across India; analysis of media cover, court cases, and policy; archival
research; and Krithika’s fieldnotes and auto-ethnographic reflections. We also draw on
secondary historical and contemporary sources on dog-related health concerns to triangulate
primary data. Interviews and fieldnotes have been anonymized; interviews are from 2023-25
unless otherwise specified. Verbal informed consent was secured for interviews, and ethics
approval granted by the School of Geosciences Research Ethics & Integrity Committee,

University of Edinburgh (Ref: 2022-641).



Colonial and postcolonial connections through veterinization

Dogs do not fit neatly within domestic/wild dichotomies. In the Global North, they are
primarily known as pets and property. However, globally, most dogs are free-living, closely
cohabiting with humans, but living outside domestication’s regimes of near-total human
control (Coppinger and Coppinger 2016). There is a substantial body of anthropological and
social science scholarship on owned dogs, usually pets, exploring the affective bonds they share
with their humans (Charles 2014), their contributions to human health and well-being (Fletcher
and Platt 2018), their role in family-making (Fox and Gee 2019), and their entanglements in
sociocultural structures (Kim 2015). The human-pet dog relationship is mostly celebrated as

one of mutuality (cf. Rock 2017).

With respect to free-living/free-roaming dogs, much social science literature mirrors
biomedical/veterinary research (Cleaveland and Hampson 2017) in conceptualizing them as
“stray,” examining their compromised welfare or negative impacts on human health, and
upholding practices such as neutering and ownership as means of addressing dog welfare and
human health concerns (e.g., Gupta and Gupta 2019; Reese 2015; Bardosh et al. 2014). A major
concern in this literature has been rabies (Nadal 2020). Caused by a lyssavirus and transmitted
to humans mainly by dogs, rabies can be prevented by post-exposure vaccination but is almost

always fatal once symptoms appear, with 95% of human deaths occurring in Asia and Africa.

Another strand of work highlights the intensive control pet dogs are subject to and the
consequences they face when they transgress social conventions (Fraser 2024; Carter and
Palmer 2017). It also examines the varied relationships free-living/free-roaming dogs have with
people, pointing out that the human health implications of those relationships, as well as how
dog health and well-being are understood, can exceed conventional biomedical and veterinary

conceptualisations of free-living dogs as carriers of disease and/or as having low quality of life



(Nadal 2020; Turnbull 2020; Fraser-Celin and Rock 2022; Srinivasan 2019; Kohn 2007;

Musharbash 2017).

The UK had, and India still has, free-living and free-roaming dog populations. Free-
roaming dogs typically “belong” to a household but are not confined, while free-/iving dogs,
encompassing street, village, community, and feral dogs, exist outside human ownership, but
typically within or near human settlements. Free-living dogs have evolved through natural as
opposed to artificial selection (Coppinger and Coppinger 2016). While they secure resources
from human society, their lives are mostly free of human control (barring, in some regions,
neutering or culling), meeting their needs independently but without guarantee. They are
subject to harms (human-induced and others) but are free to urinate and defecate when needed,

and choose their own mates and friends.

In what follows, we discuss how the elimination of free-living and free-roaming dogs
as “stray” in colonial Britain, and attempts to do so in India, lay the ground for the
veterinization of human-dog interactions. While initially focused on controlling dogs for
human health and in line with changing ideas about urbanity, over two centuries, veterinized
interventions have come to influence norms about dog welfare and appropriate interspecies

relationships.

Rabies and the making of “stray” dogs

The universalization of Western medicine, both human and veterinary, is central in
colonial relations between India and the UK (Da Silva et al. 2023; Lynteris 2022). These
connections are visible in how the transnational circulation of ideas and practices of human
and animal health have reconfigured human-dog relationships in similar directions across both

regions.



In 19" century Britain, worries about rabies triggered the elimination of free-living and
free-roaming dogs. Changing norms about public hygiene and modernity, and the
popularization of (pedigreed) pet-keeping also played a role (Howell 2015). Unowned dogs
were labelled “stray” and killed in public through drowning, strangulation, and bludgeoning,
inviting controversy for cruelty. The dog pound emerged as “a more efficient and orderly
alternative” (Pearson 2021, 86). Animal welfare organizations, starting with the now Battersea
Dogs’ Home, became involved on the grounds that they would do it more “humanely”. Indeed,
killing dogs became, “from around 1870 the normal work of the Home,” with around 80
percent of admitted dogs being killed, amounting to thousands every year (Howell 2015, 96).
Killing was done with hydrogen cyanide injections, asphyxiation, or drowning. In 1884, the
invention of the “Richardson Lethal Chamber for the Painless Extinction of Lower Animal
Life” further allayed ethical concerns about killing unowned dogs for (dog) welfare and public

health reasons (Pearson 2021).

The government in British India instituted similar measures. They experimented with
strychnine, shooting, clubbing, and electrocution (Chhabra 2020), eliciting mixed public
reactions. For example, the Marathi journal Satyadeepika, did not, in principle, oppose “the
destruction of stray dogs”, but observed that methods such as slaying with cudgels or dragging
killed dogs in the streets were a “sight which must be most repulsive to the tender-hearted
women and children who happen to be near” (Source: The Prevention of Rabies,” Satyadeepika,
26 June 1912, Report on English Papers Owned by Natives Examined by the Criminal
Investigation Department, Madras, and on Vernacular Papers Examined by the Translators to
the Government of Madras for the Week ending 6™ July 1912, n0.28 of 1912, p.950, AM

Scholar, Area Studies: India, Madras Newspaper Reports 1912 ).



Many Indians opposed such killings, which led to the famous 1832 protests against the
culling of dogs in Mumbai (Palsetia 2001). Nonetheless, state-led killing of “stray” dogs

continued in independent India till 2001.

Care-control and the veterinary sector

Veterinarians played a key and early role in rabies prevention and dog management
(Pemberton and Worboys 2007; Skipper 2020) to “swiftly cut the connections between humans
and disease reservoirs through the destruction of the latter” (Da Silva et al. 2023, 318). These
measures, and its island geography, eliminated rabies and unowned dogs from Britain. In
today’s UK, “stray” dogs are killed (with barbiturates) unless transferred to human ownership.
The demand for dogs is met through human-managed breeding, with associated
“overpopulation” problems. The latter was initially tackled through killing, and from the 1970s,

through neutering, reinforcing the role of veterinarians in dog management (Pearson 2024).

In India, almost two centuries of killing (circa 1800s till 2001) failed in eliminating
free-living dogs, despite causing widespread suffering and death. This can be attributed to
India’s vast geography and a lack of public will (Srinivasan et al. 2019). While the subcontinent
has a long history of indigenous animal health care, the British institutionalized Western
veterinary medicine in colonial India, with rabies control a key focus (Radhakrishnan et al.
2020). Today, Western veterinary medicine is well-established in the country (Rahman 2004).
“Private veterinary clinics for small animals, especially dogs, started becoming prevalent in the
1990s,” the head of a Maharashtra animal welfare organisation told us, and according to a

Tamil Nadu veterinarian, “gained traction in the 2010s.”

British-introduced institutional killing of strays, when sustained in post-colonial

nations, received domestic and international criticism. In 1990, the UK-based World Society
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for the Protection of Animals and the World Health Organization co-authored a report
recommending neutering and anti-rabies vaccination as effective and humane strategies for
stray dog management (WHO and WSPA 1990). In 2001, after nearly forty years of Indian
animal welfare advocacy, the Animal Birth Control Rules (ABC Rules) were passed, replacing
killing with Animal Birth Control and Anti-Rabies Vaccination (ABC-ARV) programmes as
the only lawful means of dog management. The Rules changed the term “stray dog”
(Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Act 1960) to “street dog,” reflecting the sociocultural ethos

wherein free-living dogs are considered part of society.

In the UK, the reproduction, lives, and deaths of dogs have come to be substantially
managed by veterinary interventions. This has shaped social norms about dog well-being — a
good dog life has come to be defined by a human home, selective breeding, neutering, regular
access to veterinary care, increasingly long life-spans, and often, a “routine prescription of
euthanasia” (Pearson 2024; Hurn and Badman-King 2019, 152). These norms have had
international reach, partly due to selective funding from British animal welfare organisations.
As a veterinarian at a West Bengal animal welfare organisation told us: “Our ABC programme
is funded 100 percent by [a British animal welfare organisation] for the last two years ... these

protocols [for neutering] are a condition of their funding.”

India passed the ABC Rules at a time when norms about dog-human relations had
started shifting in two directions: (1) public health and modernity; and (2) dog welfare. The
previous two centuries of state-led dog control had introduced the idea that free-living dogs
were primarily health threats. With the spread of Anglo-European pet ownership norms and
related ideas about “a good dog life,” the everyday lives of free-living dogs also started being

viewed as poor in welfare.
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In this context, neutering gained primacy in India as a silver bullet intervention that
addressed two sets of conflicting norms, public health and dog welfare, much like it had
elsewhere (e.g., Fraser-Celin and Rock 2022). Neutering, in theory, is a “humane” dog control
strategy that also prevents the birth and potential suffering of free-living dogs. In India,
neutering-vaccination (ABC-ARV) as a combined dog welfare/control tool embedded the
veterinary sector in the lives of those animals. As free-living dogs became framed as a public
health concern, the veterinary sector became a key public health actor, with rabies control

exemplifying “the value of a One Health approach” (Cleaveland and Hampson 2017, n.p.).

Broz et al (2023, 2) point out that “with their [animals’] presence in and co-production
of emerging health sites, they define and align medical interventions as veterinary”. In the case
of dogs, the colonial alignment of veterinary and medical interventions for rabies prevention
evolved into the transnational reshaping of ideas and practices of dog well-being, human and
dog health, and appropriate interspecies interactions, in line with veterinized Anglo-European
norms. As we discuss below, veterinization, though partially successful in tackling the specific
problem that prompted it (rabies in this case), has had unpredictable ramifications for human,

animal, and ecological well-being.

British and Indian dogs today: public health controversies and everyday materialities

Over the last two centuries, veterinization has narrowed possibilities for dog lives and
human-dog relationships. In India, dogs can be owned or free-living. The Indian Livestock
Census (2019) provides a count of 9.43 million pet dogs and an estimate of 15.3 million free-
living dogs (Brill et al. 2024 provide higher figures). Both unbred and pedigreed dogs are
adopted as pets; imported breeds are commonplace, the core of “the lucrative industry in dogs”
(Nadal 2020, 84). Pet-keeping in India goes along with pet abandonment: most discarded pets

die on the streets or in shelters from depression or nosocomial infections. Nonetheless, pets are
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not a major focus of animal advocacy. As the former head of a nodal Indian animal welare
organisation told us, “there is a fair bit of grassroots activism to rescue and rehome pet dogs

that are abused or abandoned, but that’s about it.”

In the UK, dogs must be owned, with an estimated population of 12.64 million in 2019
(McMillan et al. 2024). The Environmental Protection Act requires local authorities to seize
and “dispose of” stray dogs if unclaimed within seven days. In the period between the April 1*
2022 and March 31% 2023, a reported 27,123 and estimated 35,078 dogs were handled by local
authorities, of which 80 percent were “stray” (Dogs Trust 2024). A reported 523 and estimated
660 dogs were killed for health/behavioural problems, or under the Dangerous Dogs Act
(1991). Some were transferred to welfare organisations, but that does not guarantee life. In

2010, 10.4 percent of dogs handled by British organisations were killed (Stavisky et al. 2012).

Veterinization underpins these numbers and population-level features, with
implications for both human and dog health and well-being and the character of interspecies

interactions.

Reproductive control and dog (ill) health

Reproductive control over animals used in agriculture and wildlife conservation has
been critically examined in anthropology and allied disciplines (e.g., Narayanan 2023; Parrenas
2018; Gillespie 2018). However, dogs they have not featured much in such inquiries despite
the extent of reproductive control exercised over them, with neutering being conceptualised
mainly as a welfare practice (Urbanik 2009; cf. Srinivasan 2013; cf. Palmer et al. 2012). The
elimination of free-living dogs in the UK has meant that dogs need to be intentionally produced
through human intervention. Approximately 85.8 percent of British dogs are purebred, i.e.,

engineered for specific traits and purposes (McMillan et al. 2024). Selective breeding involves
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control over mating partners, including techniques such as coercive mating (through the
restraint of females) and artificial insemination. Many “crossbreeds” are also intentionally
produced with particular aesthetic or behavioural aims. Human, including veterinary, control
over canine reproduction in the UK is near-total, creating severe canine health problems

(Worboys et al. 2018; Skipper 2020).

Organisations such the Kennel Club offer veterinary screening to address those
problems, and charities run awareness programmes on the impacts of breeding (Bradshaw
2012). Nonetheless, an estimated 22.5 percent of the UK purebred population is
brachycephalic, i.e., flat-faced breeds, with some of the worst health and welfare problems
(McMillan et al. 2024; Fraser 2024). Even less obviously disfigured dogs such as Labrador
Retrievers are at risk of chronic hunger and obesity and other problems linked to selective

breeding (Bryson et al. 2024). Pedigreed dogs in India experience similar health issues.

Breeding goes with neutering of dogs not meant for breeding to prevent “pet
overpopulation.” Neutering has global validation as best practice in companion animal welfare
despite involving major surgery with permanent impacts. Animal welfare narratives emphasize
the advantages of neutering — birth control, prevention of oestrus, urine marking, pyometra,
and certain cancers (Srinivasan 2013). However, similar to humans, castration and ovario-
hysterectomies in dogs generate undesired behaviours and long-term health impacts, from
obesity to cruciate ligament rupture and cancers (Kutzler 2020; McGreevy et al. 2018). Yet,
neutering is routinely advocated as key to “responsible pet ownership,” arguably because no
alternative can permanently erase reproduction and associated “undesired” behaviours (Palmer

etal. 2012).

Free-living dogs in India escape human-controlled breeding. They are nonetheless

subject to reproductive control through neutering, which involves forcible capture and
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confinement for major surgery, often accompanied by post-operative complications and
nosocomial infections that can result in death (Davé 2023; Srinivasan et al. 2019). Yet, animal
welfare practitioners are unanimous that neutering is central to dog welfare. As per a Rajasthan
animal welfare organisation’s veterinarian, “dogs are healthier .... If there is no maternal
protective behaviour, there won’t be bites” .... For all problems, ABC is the solution — if there
are less dogs then no issue of dogs sitting on tops of cars, no rabies.” To this veterinarian and
other animal welfare practitioners in India, by reducing numbers of dogs, neutering reduces
dog-related problems, whether rabies or nuisance behaviours (a logic similar to the one behind
the killing of free-living/free-roaming dogs in Britain). Animal welfare practitioners also
emphasize its role in stopping institutional killing. As the West Bengal animal welfare
organisation’s veterinarian told us, “I support neutering so much I cannot speak about how it

is problematic.”

Reproductive control is essential to the commoditisation of animals (Collard and
Dempsey 2013). It makes intentionally bred dogs marketable entities. Breeding and neutering
are also associated with commodified and veterinized caregiving. Worboys et al. (2018, 161)
show how, by deploying scientific vocabularies, British pet food companies started to market
“food suited [to] the physiology of dogs and their transformation from savage carnivores to
civilized omnivores.” There is now a range of “special diets” targeting breeds, size, health
conditions, age, and neutering status. Commercial pet food is considered healthier than home-
cooked food because of concerns that the latter will not be nutritionally adequate — even though
dogs, like humans, can thrive without specially formulated diets. Veterinary approval is also
an important factor in choosing adequate dog diets, mirroring the medicalisation of human diets
(Rose 2007). As Hannah, a British animal welfare organisation staff member, explained to us:

“We wouldn’t recommend raw or human food because these are not nutritionally balanced. We
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would say ask your veterinarian for the right commercial food based on the type and issues of

dogs.”

Similar trends can be seen in India from the early 2000s onwards. Commercial pet food
is now commonplace and recommended by veterinarians. Free-living dogs are also fed
commercial food. In our pan-India survey (in English or Hindi) of self-identified feeders, 62
percent (139 out of 224) mentioned using commercial food, whether on its own or mixed with

other foods.

In essence, the veterinary management of dogs for (human) rabies prevention has
morphed into broader processes of veterinization that pervade nearly all aspects of dog life and
interspecies relations in the UK and increasingly in India, with adverse consequences for dogs

normalized as necessary for human health and dog welfare reasons.

Human (ill)health

The veterinization of human-dog relations originated in human health concerns,
specifically, rabies in 19" century Britain. Two centuries later, despite the veterinized
reconfiguration of animals and interspecies relations, human (ill)health, albeit in a wider range

of avatars, still dominates health agendas vis-a-vis dogs in both countries.

In India, reported human rabies cases have steadily declined over the last twenty years,
with an estimated 5726 deaths in 2022-2023 (Thangaraj et al. 2025). Yet dog-mediated rabies
remains a public health focus. This has led to a disjuncture between (1) how free-living dog-
human relations are framed in the veterinized and biomedicalized public sphere, and (2)
everyday materialities. The former is focused on rabies and other “negative dimensions of

health” (Van Patter et al. 2023, 2); the latter is multidimensional, with fluctuating interactions
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of mutual care, conflict and indifference, and with positive, negative, and nil impacts on

(human) health.

In public and policy discourse, human-dog conflict is the predominant theme, as seen
in judgments and orders on cases relating to free-living dogs (decided or pending) before High
Courts and the Supreme Court (2022 —2024). 76 out of 108 orders pertain to conflict, including
rabies, mauling, bites, traffic accidents, “nuisance,” and conflicts between people about feeding
free-living dogs. Similarly, our review of two national broadsheets, the Hindu and the Indian
Express (1% January 2022 — 31% December 2022), shows that 150 out of the 263 articles on
free-living dogs are about problems associated with them. This is not unique to India (Fraser-

Celin and Rock 2022).

Everyday interactions offer a different picture. Even though India has the highest global
burden of human mortality from rabies, in a representative sample survey in Chennai
(Srinivasan et al. 2019), only 15 percent of participants mentioned rabies as a problem; rather,
chasing and barking were the top complaints. Another survey in Goa generated similar findings
(Corfmat et al. 2022). Our ethnographic research across India has likewise found that public
complaints revolve around chasing, barking, fights between dogs, and similar annoyances. As
Alok, resident of a high-income Mumbai neighbourhood explained, “Sometimes dogs get
aggressive because they have clear territories [...] delivery boys (sic) [...] get chased by dogs

very often. The dogs don’t really bite, but they charge towards them.”

However, interactions with free-living dogs are predominantly uneventful: “The dogs
are part of the community. No special attention is given to dogs” (Paro, agricultural worker,
Coochbehar). Furthermore, public attitudes are rarely clear-cut, reflecting a “plurality of
viewpoints” (Nadal 2020, 107). In the words of Shiva, a street vendor in Mumbai, “Some

people are very nice to dogs and give them lots of love. But some are terrible to them and beat
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them quite badly. Everyone thinks and behaves differently towards them.” Some interview
participants expressed fear or dislike but simultaneously viewed free-living dogs as belonging
to the area: “dogs are good but also dangerous [...] they are just a part of the village. But I am
a bit scared of dogs while riding on my bicycle” (Ranjan, agricultural and fish trader,

Coochbehar).

Participants, especially from low-income backgrounds, reported feeling protected by
free-living dogs and having companionable relationships with them. A security guard in
Gurgaon told us, “We guards are alone on the street at night, and dogs are the only ones out
here with us [...] we are dependent on them for chaukidaari (guarding).” Similarly, the owner
of a homestay in Alipurduar described how “porters who carry tourists’ luggage are helped by
dogs, as they travel alone on forest roads [...] even at night.” To Anita, a cleaner in Mumbai,
companionship was important: “when I go home, they will [...] greet me and follow me when
I leave for work the next day.” Caring interactions were equally common. For instance, a nurse
in Mumbai explained that during Diwali fireworks “the dogs start running away...when this

happens, some people welcome the dogs and feed them [...] or give them a place to feel safe.”

Some aspects of these relationships, such as protection and companionship, contribute
to human health and well-being, not just detract from them, even if this might be illegible
within dominant health paradigms (cf. Kirk et al. 2019). As a university student in rural
Alipurduar put it, free-living dogs “are not like other animals. They might not be directly
helpful but are still very helpful in a larger way.” Positive interspecies relations also enable
interspecies health by deterring conflict: free-living dogs “would not bite someone who feeds

them once...” (Roadside barber, Gurgaon).

In effect, human-free-living dog relationships in India are multidimensional (Srinivasan

2019). Conflict and disease are only minor aspects of these relationships, which encompass
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mutually positive interactions and health benefits, but are primarily characterised by
uneventfulness. Veterinization masks such “affective complexities of social relations between
humans and animals,” presenting free-living dogs mainly as causal agents of rabies and ill

health (H. Brown and Nading 2019, 6).

Furthermore, veterinization shapes interspecies relationships beyond disease, with
adverse impacts on humans and animals. The transnational circulation of Anglo-European
welfare norms means that free-living dogs are increasingly portrayed as experiencing poor
welfare and as requiring the same systematic care as pet dogs. For instance, free-living dogs
have until recently survived (and thrived) through foraging and sporadic provision (by humans)
of leftover or small quantities of food. Over the last decade or so, however, “systematic
feeding” by members of the public self-identifying as “feeders” has become common (cf.
Nadal 2020). Systematic feeding takes the form of the provision of daily complete meals to

multiple free-living dogs, usually at the same time every day.

I am surprised by the number of people, of all backgrounds and ages, feeding
several dogs daily. Previously, regular feeding was unusual, and those who did so
would typically feed one or two dogs outside their homes with whatever was
available at home. What is happening now is on a very different scale and of a very
different character. Perhaps it is because many people started feeding street
animals, especially dogs, during lockdown because availability of food on the

streets diminished (Krithika, fieldnotes, 2023).

Most feeders in our survey reported either purchasing pet food or cooking meals for at
least three free-living dogs daily. Such regular and complete feeding by specific people, as
opposed to sporadic or casual feeding by many different people, can be beneficial to the health

of individual dogs. However, it can also have problematic behavioural impacts. Apart from
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making dogs feeding-dependent, it tends to make them territorial around feeding locations and
possessive of their feeders, leading to aggression towards unfamiliar people and undesired pet-
like behaviours such as chasing of vehicles and people. As Mallika, part of a neighbourhood
free-living dog care group in Chennai told us, “it does create aggressive packs.” To Akash, a
Chandigarh animal welfare organisation volunteer , “dogs are friendly towards feeders, but not
others.” Such attachment-related aggression commonly manifests as chasing, barking, and
indiscriminately approaching people. It then leads to retaliatory human action at the local and
national scales. From 2022 to 2024, nearly 30 percent of High Court and Supreme Court orders
and judgments on street dog-related problems were around systematic feeding, while at the

grassroots level, reports of dogs being poisoned or illegally relocated are not uncommon.

Free-living dogs have evolved to cohabit with a diversity of people, including those
holding negative attitudes towards them (Coppinger and Coppinger 2016). Such cohabitation
skills prevent interspecies conflict. However, the forging of attachments between particular
feeders and particular free-living dogs, resulting from regular, complete feeding, makes them
quasi-pets. This leads to the waning of street skills needed to navigate human society with
minimal conflict, producing adverse health impacts for both dogs and humans. Our
observational research in a Chennai neighbourhood over eight years, triangulated with
interviews with practitioners and members of the public across India, suggests that regular
feeding led to localised spikes in dog density, undesired behaviours such as chasing and
aggressive barking, and resultant injuries to both humans and dogs. It also produces polarised
conflict between people about dogs, a recent manifestation of which has been around a series
of Supreme Court orders and hearings from August 2025 onward on feeding bans and the
removal of free-living dogs from several public spaces. These orders were passed (with
ongoing contestation) despite sharp declines in bites and rabies coinciding with the 2001 legal

prohibition of dog removal (Thangaraj et al. 2025), demonstrating the far-reaching impacts of
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non-major conflict such as chasing and congregation, which are exacerbated by systematic

feeding.

The UK is free of rabies and free-living dogs but has nonetheless seen a rise in public
health debates concerning owned dogs. The Office of National Statistics reports sixteen
registered fatal dog attacks in England and Wales in 2023 (up to September), as opposed to
none in 1981, with the interim years ranging from zero to six (ONS 2016, 2023). Waters (2023)
reports an 88 percent increase in hospital attendances for non-fatal dog bites/strikes from 2007
to 2021-22. In Scotland, dog bites/strikes admissions rose from 608 in 2012 to 933 in 2022 (S.
Brown 2023). This is a partial picture, shaped by social norms and variations in reporting (Mills
and Westgarth 2017). Nonetheless, public controversies around dog bites and attacks have

become more pronounced.

Moreover, reproductive control through breeding has spawned acute injuries and
mortalities associated with “dangerous” dogs, typically large breeds originally engineered for
fighting. The Dangerous Dogs Act 1991 (amended in 2023) bans possessing (unless with a
certificate of exemption) five “types” of dogs. While the Act covers any dog “dangerously out
of control,” public debate has focused on the banned types. For instance, Bully Watch UK
(2023, 1) argue that “there is a strong link between dog breed and aggressive behaviour,” with
a high percentage of recent attacks and fatalities linked to the American Bully type despite it
constituting less than 1 percent of the British dog population. Others, such as the Dog Control

Coalition (2023), which includes the British Veterinary Association, contend that:

there is no conclusive evidence that shows any breed as being more aggressive than
another or inherently aggressive [...] [but] the selection for specific physical and

temperamental attributes can result in serious injuries [ ...] the extent to which these
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characteristics are expressed or displayed [...] is influenced by [how] dogs are bred

and their life experiences...

Hannah, the British animal welfare organisation staff member, further explained that
“if the police are called out for a dog bite incident [...] they record breed only if it is a bull
breed [...] we often only go by media reporting...if it is not a bull breed or large dog, the media
won’t report breed. This inflates bite statistics assigned to them.” However, “more serious
damage is caused by larger and more powerful breeds,” a British veterinary epidemiologist
pointed out. This is because bite force increases with skull sizes and brachycephaly. While
legislations attempt to curb attacks by banning breed types and “out of control” dogs, human-
controlled breeding continues to produce, in modified iterations, dogs with characteristics that

can lead to fatal interactions.

In India, reports of attacks by large breeds have begun to surface (Singh Sengar 2024).
This led the central government to pass a notification banning twenty-three dog breed types in

early 2024, though this has been stayed by various High Courts.

Veterinization, public health and species reductionism

Interspecies health involves interactions between different species. Nevertheless,
although “interspecies relationships, rather than individual species, have become key units of
analysis,” it is typically not-human species that become targets of intervention (H. Brown and
Nading 2019, 8, original emphasis). Veterinization is likewise tied to an emphasis on not-
human animal(s) in interspecies relationships to achieve (human) health. It minimizes the
relational aspects of interspecies health and manifests what we term species reductionism:
health at the dog-human interface is pursued primarily by managing dogs for human health

goals as per developmental norms.
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Species reductionism is aligned with the anthropocentrism that characterizes
contemporary societies. In anthropocentric societies, it is socio-politically easier to (coercively)
manage animals than to work with people (which requires consent and cooperation); it is socio-
politically more feasible to neuter, breed, euthanise and confine dogs than it is to convince
people to interact with dogs in safer ways, or to even ensure accessible health care. As Rock et

al (2017, 127) summarize:

PEP [post-exposure prophylaxis] for rabies is efficacious [...] [but] the systematic
vaccination of dogs against rabies is preferable to systematic reliance on PEP to
prevent rabies in people [because] besides the expense of PEP supplies, PEP
administration is time-sensitive and time-consuming |[...] [and] patients, families
and providers may feel distress during the course of post-exposure risk assessment

and PEP administration

In the colonial period, and to date in the UK. and many other countries in the Global
North, species reductionism can be found in the elimination of free-living dogs as stray to
achieve human and interspecies health. In today’s India, species reductionism manifests in how
neutering-vaccination and removal/confinement dominate interspecies health approaches.
Globally, mass dog vaccination is seen as the most cost-effective and feasible means of
eliminating human rabies (Cleaveland and Hampson 2017). By contrast, human-focused health
interventions, including PEP universalization, bite prevention, and waste management are
under-emphasized in public deliberation in India. For instance, regulatory provisions for
universal access to PEP remain under-implemented due to supply and availability problems,
and a lack of awareness “even among healthcare workers” about wound washing and

vaccination schedule adherence (Lodha et al. 2023, 2). Yet, the importance of human PEP
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rarely features in public platforms. Out of 263 media items analysed, only twenty mention PEP,

while only five of the court cases address it.

Species reductionism has also meant that common sources of conflict (e.g., chasing and
barking) requiring human-focused intervention for behavioural (e.g., chasing prevention; street
dog-appropriate caregiving) and normative (e.g., toleration of barking) change are neglected,
with veterinized public health and animal welfare agendas revolving around dog management.
These non-major, nuisance-type issues cannot be addressed through veterinary technologies —
neutered/vaccinated dogs can chase, bark and bite. A commonplace knee-jerk response is extra-
legal dog removal/elimination. This leads to the influx of new, unvaccinated, dogs into the

area, generating territorial conflict and undermining rabies prevention programmes.

Brown and Nading (2019, 7) argue that “human attempts to deploy ecological
knowledge instrumentally [...] tend to result in unintended social and environmental
catastrophe as often as they result in balance or control.” This can be seen in the UK, which,
despite the elimination of rabies and free-living/free-roaming dogs, is experiencing newer
iterations of interspecies health concerns that emerge from the veterinized control of dogs. Like
in India, interspecies health in Britain continues to be addressed mainly via dog-focused
interventions, whether breed-specific bans or regulating “out of control” dogs. Even those
critical of breed-specific bans advocate dog-focused interventions such as breeding for
temperament: “How we breed and choose (canine) parents can help to provide a suitable
template for the role the animal is meant to occupy in human society” (Tom, British animal
welfare organisation veterinarian). To Hannah, the British animal welfare organisation staff
member, training aimed at what “a dog needs to know to live comfortably in society without

annoying anyone” is crucial.
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Some organisations’ programmes (e.g., Merseyside Dog Safety Partnership) focus on
humans (e.g., education on dog body language; building safe environments), yet do not feature
much in public discussion. For instance, out of 99 reports about dog bites and attacks in the
British broadsheets 7The Times and The Guardian between 2021-2023, only three mention bite
prevention education. As Meyer et al (2022, 3) point out, “the commonly heard phrase ‘the
kids can just do anything to the dog’ reflects a widespread opinion that dogs are expected to
tolerate pretty much everything from their human caretakers.” Whether in India or Britain,
veterinization goes with deep-set societal expectations that dogs never harm humans, i.e., the

onus for interspecies health is on dogs.

Veterinization aligns with dominant anthropocentric paradigms of interspecies health that
manipulate not-human animals for human ends (Kirk et al. 2019). Veterinary professionals,
especially those that specialise in pets, might act with concern for the animals they handle,
including in contexts such as breeding (Wanner 2017; Rock et al. 2020). However, the
veterinary profession is built on the imperative to secure the human. As a commentary on the
Code of Professional Conduct of Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons argues, “we live in a
world where human interests almost always trump those of other sentient beings” (McCulloch
et al. 2014, 72). Veterinization couples an ostensible focus on animal health (and welfare) with
the prioritisation of human interests, rendering socially palatable health paradigms that strive

for human health to exceed and supersede health in other animals.

Conclusion

Thinking across two distinct but linked cultural and geopolitical contexts, India and the
UK, is useful in tracing the implications of the veterinization of human-dog relations.
Veterinization has been fairly successful in tackling rabies, However, it has had other far-

reaching consequences through the reconfiguration of the lives of dogs and their place(s) in
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human societies and health in line with Anglo-European norms. Veterinary interventions can
enhance the welfare of pet and free-living dogs (e.g., anti-rabies vaccinations). However,
veterinization’s species reductionism restricts interspecies health to the, often coercive,
governance of animals for human (health and other) interests, including the health of cherished
animals. For example, anti-rabies vaccinations for (some) dogs are produced at the expense of
the health and well-being of other dogs that are used for vaccine development and testing. More
broadly, veterinization is imbricated with reproductive control and the disposal of “unwanted”
healthy individual dogs. It perpetuates regimes of human ownership, which can have negative
impacts on dog health and well-being because of confinement, boredom and lack of autonomy
(Fraser 2024; Meyer et al. 2022). Yet, social norms about free-living dogs as having
compromised welfare and posing health risks are entrenched, as seen in transnational animal

welfare work focused on street dog “rescue” and neutering.

In India and other parts of the Global South, most dogs still live autonomously, offering
a window into possibilities for interspecies health beyond veterinized paradigms dominated by
Anglo-European norms. However, owned dogs, especially in urbanised settings, are managed
similarly to what is seen in the UK. Norms and practices pertaining to free-living dogs have
become veterinized too. Indeed, recent polarised debates in India can be understood as conflicts
between different veterinized perspectives on free-living dogs: as nuisances and health threats
that need to be controlled, or as quasi-pets that need to be cared for and managed for their own

welfare.

The UK no longer reports rabies, while rabies and bites incidence has decreased
substantially in India. Yet controversies around dogs have not disappeared. Public health
concerns linked to dogs have simply taken different forms emanating from tightly controlled

dog lives and changing norms about what constitutes unacceptable nuisance or risk to humans.
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The latter now covers the entire spectrum from rabies to barking or just existing; as a Kerala
municipal official told us: “the bulk of complaints we get are simply about the presence of
dogs.” Furthermore, controversies around free-living animals such as foxes and gulls, which
now occupy the niches vacated by dogs in the UK, play out similarly to what is seen with free-

living dogs in India (Cassidy and Mills 2012; Trotter 2019).

In India, both free-living dog removal as well as their conversion into quasi-pets have
public health ramifications as discussed earlier. Neutering and/or removal of free-living dogs
could also have long-term iatrogenic consequences. Our observational research suggests that
dogs that are comfortable around humans are more likely to get caught for neutering/removal.
As a senior animal welfare practitioner admitted, “wary dogs are more likely to evade capture”
- and therefore more likely to reproduce, thereby changing the character of free-living dog

populations with knock-on impacts on interspecies health.

The trajectories of dog-people relations in these two countries complicate approaches,
such as One Health, that promote the “mutual advantages of improving human, animal and
environmental health” (Hinchliffe 2015, 34). Furthermore, they suggest that veterinized health
approaches appear successful only through the lens of the specific health threat they target,
e.g., rabies. The cross-cultural and longitudinal analysis developed here shows how the
normative drivers of such approaches can materially and ideationally reshape human-animal
relations, with unintended (and other) consequences. If health is considered less narrowly, i.e.,
human/animal health beyond the target disease, or more expansively, i.e., (human) physical
and psychosocial well-being and multispecies health, there is reason to be circumspect about

veterinized health paradigms and to rethink health beyond anthropocentrism.

All Earthly beings pose threats and inconveniences to each other: mutual risk and

vulnerability are an integral part of life on Earth. As Priti from Gurgaon puts it:
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...even if two human beings are coexisting within the same house, some or the
other khatar patar (ruckus) will happen. The same way, between humans and
animals there will be some unpleasant altercations on occasion, one should
consider those normal [...]Yeh kam se kam mein simat ke reh rahe hain (they
[animals] take up as little space as possible). What else can we expect from them?
That they just disappear? [...] Any two living beings have to samjhauta

(compromise).

Dog-human relationships across the planet are quite distinctive to other interspecies
relationships because of the affective bonds that people and dogs form with each other. These
affective bonds perhaps explain why dogs are (currently) less likely to face exterminatory
responses than other animals framed as public health concerns. Veterinization, in its endeavour
to erase risks and inconveniences linked to dogs, might well compromise the broader capacity

of humankind to cohabit with other life-forms, and possibly, to inhabit the planet.
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