
[bookmark: _GoBack][bookmark: abstract]“If This Was a Human…”: Pets, Vets and Medicine

Abstract
The television documentary series The Supervet (Channel 4, 2014-) follows the eponymous Noel Fitzpatrick as he carries out experimental surgery on animals seemingly beyond help. This paper examines the series in order to explore how this programme depicts animal medicine. Drawing on animal studies approaches, it argues that the programme foregrounds the humans rather than the animals, and, in its focus on surgery, legitimises humans’ dominance of other species. In doing so, it argues that television’s representational strategies struggle with offering depictions that are not human-centred.
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The television programme The Supervet (2014-) follows the work of the pioneering veterinarian surgeon Noel Fitzpatrick, the managing director of Fitzpatrick Referrals in Godalming, Surrey, in the UK. Fitzpatrick is globally famous for his work in developing a wide range of innovative implants and forms of animal surgery, and the programme depicts his successful work responding to animal medical needs other surgeries cannot do. The website for the practice states that ‘We never stop challenging the accepted norms in life saving treatment but for us an animal’s overall wellbeing and emotional needs are just as important as the top class medical attention it receives and indeed deserves’ (Fitzpatrick Referrals 2015). The Supervet can be seen to encapsulate these goals, whereby sequences of complex animal surgery sit alongside footage of Fitzpatrick’s clear emotional engagement with the animals he treats and the owners who care for them.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  For much animal studies work, terms such as ‘owners’ and ‘pet’ are highly problematic, legitimising human dominance of other animals; it is typically replaced with terms such as ‘companion species’ (Haraway 2008, 4). I agree with the rejection of the term ‘owner’, but use it in this article because the programme does.] 


[bookmark: intro]This interplay of the practicalities of the work being undertaken and the emotional investment Fitzpatrick has for his patients is evident in his response to the recovery of Willow the Labrador after a hip replacement (‘Frankie and Emily’, 2: 3). The episode outlines the difficult nature of the surgery, as the thinness of Willow’s bones makes the entire procedure dangerously fragile. Nevertheless, the next day Willow is up and about, being taken for a walk by animal physiotherapists, seemingly oblivious to the major surgery he has received. Fitzpatrick is overjoyed, marvelling at the ability of animals to be so seemingly blasé, and their speedy recovery. With a joyous and excited tone in his voice, as he cuddles Willow, he exclaims, ‘If this was a human, you would not be walking around a field the day after your hip replacement. Dogs are amazing!’. Such scenes recur across the series, with each episode following the diagnosis and treatment of two or three animals, alongside the emotional responses those animals’ owners and Fitzpatrick express before, during and after treatment.

In many ways the narratives, pleasures and tropes of The Supervet are similar to those for representations of human medicine. Examining hospital drama Jason Jacobs sees it as a genre ‘that uses body trauma and medical treatment’ in order to engage audiences with ‘a popular fascination with decay, death and the destruction of the body’ (2003, 1). Jacobs argues such series offer a ‘“morbid gaze” - the visualisation of the horrible but routine body trauma’ (1), and sees more recent series as foregrounding the ‘explicit visualisation of emergency treatment’ (54). But these visual pleasures exist within narratives insistent on ‘foregrounding … the moral and ethical issues that confront doctors’ (125) in a profession which can kill as well as cure. Hospital drama, therefore, is routinely invested in the nature of those who work in medicine, given the amount of responsibility such work involves and the potential for ‘playing god’ (125). Examining medical documentary Deborah Lupton finds that the ‘fantasy that doctors will do the right thing all the time and that they can cure any malady is strongly perpetuated’ and ‘medical technology, in particular, is singled out as the apotheosis medical magic’ (2003, 57). In its foregrounding of such technology and the presentation of Fitzpatrick’s expertise and infallibillity, The Supervet could be seen to easily align with the recurring characteristics of representations of medicine Jacobs and Lupton outline.

Yet I argue here that the fact that the patients are animals has significant implications for the representations on offer. After all, vital to cultural understandings of human medical treatment in the UK is the centrality of the National Health Service (NHS), a publicly-funded, free-at-the-point-of-use medical facility which aims to treat all patients irrespective of age, gender, wealth, or any other factor. But the NHS should more accurately be titled the NHHS (National Human Health Service); the medical needs of other species are assumed not to be primarily the responsibility of the nation-state, despite the reliance the nation has on non-humans, not least for food. On the whole, veterinary treatment involves financial payment, and the distinction between human and non-human medical norms is evident in the different professions of ‘doctor’ (treating one species) and ‘vet’ (treating all the others). So, while the nature of ‘medicine’ as a scientific activity may be comparable across species, how this works in practice is inflected via the ‘human-animal divide’ (Wilkie 2015, 329).

In exploring how this divide informs representations of animal medical treatment in The Supervet, this article adopts the approaches and politics of Human-Animal Studies and Critical Animal Studies. Human-Animal Studies is ‘an interdisciplinary field that explores the spaces that animals occupy in human social and cultural worlds and the interactions humans have with them’ (DeMello 2012, 4), and assumes that ‘much of human society is based upon the exploitation of animals to serve human needs’ (5). More explicitly political in its aims, Critical Animal Studies is ‘dedicated to the abolition of animal exploitation, oppression and domination’ (5). Both approaches highlight the ‘invisibility’ (5) or ‘erasure’ (Stibbe 2012) of animals in much scholarly enquiry, and see this as both evidence of the abuse animals suffer and the normalised hierarchisation of the human over other living beings. Such work adopts similar approaches to those established in media and cultural studies concerned with race, gender, sexuality and other socio-cultural categories used to define the human, and sees media representations as one of the ways in which such definitions are rendered ‘normal’ and inevitable.

Of course, ‘the animal’ is itself a complex category containing many subdivisions. One of these is ‘pet’, a cultural categorisation that powerfully impacts upon human-animal interactions, and underpins the representations that recur in The Supervet. YI-Fu Tuan argues that there is a ‘surface play of love and devotion’ (1984, 89) in pet-keeping that masks the power relationships central to this human-animal relationship defined by ‘dominance and affection’. Donna Haraway defines the work that animals must do in order to be successful pets as ‘labor’ (2008, 73) with the pet-owner relationship as one evident of ‘the subjugation of animals to the purposes of people’ (206). Woodward and Bauer (2007) give evidence of the complex range of factors that inform successful (and unsuccessful) human-animal relations, which arise from the behavioural characteristics of both the owner and the pet. As such, pets are required to be, and to behave, in particular ways in order to fulfil the needs humans place upon them, and an animal that fails at these goals is one that is likely to be abandoned, rehomed or euthanised. The medical treatment depicted in The Supervet is typically presented as necessary less for the animal than for its ability to repair a dysfunctional pet-owner relationship; because it is ill, the pet cannot perform the labour its owner demands of it. As will be shown, the value in critiquing television’s representations of veterinary medicine, then, is here predicated on the assumption that such depictions constitute literal and symbolic violence towards the animal, ironically within the portrayal of a set of medical practices ostensibly intended to do precisely the opposite.

[bookmark: humans_on_behalf]Animal Non-Agency
Histories of (human) medicine show how the discipline had moved over centuries from its domestically-based origins to the status of a profession. Marc R. Cohen and Audrey Shafer demonstrate how early nineteenth-century medical representations in art depict ‘the inadequacies of the medical profession …, and the public’s negative attitude about the physician class’ (2004, 198) at a time prior to the development of a more scientific approach towards healing. This was followed by a professionalisation of the industry, which meant that later nineteenth-century paintings depict ‘a mode of medical diagnosis and knowledge not accessible to the layperson or untrained healer, [which] would distinguish the physician as a skilled diagnostician’ (201). Enabling this process was the understanding of the doctor as ‘keeper and developer of a new knowledge’ (201), which meant that ‘By the early twentieth century, the power of a physician came to be symbolized by new discoveries and technologies’ (203). However, such depictions also show how that ‘technology has served to eliminate the human interaction between doctor and patient’ (206) as medicine began to take place in hospitals rather than the home.

Paul Jain and Michael D. Slater examine the representations of such interactions in American medical dramas and factual/reality programming, precisely because ‘Television serves as a potential source of health information’ (2013, 703). They find that ‘better patient-centered practices were modelled by the real rather than the fictional doctors (perhaps a matter of some relief)’ (714), pointing to the foregrounding of nonverbal acting skills in drama to explain the lack of explicit forms of communication found more readily in factual series. By this argument, factual forms of television depicting medical interactions might serve as a better model for the profession than fiction. This is significant precisely because it is the explicit nature of genres such as reality television which often underpins criticism of it. For example, Richard Kilborn, Matthew Hibberd and Raymond Boyle (2001) examine the conventions of the docusoap, a genre which was very common on British television in the 1990s. They take as their case study Vets in Practice (1997-2002), a series following a group of newly-qualified vets as they take their first steps in the profession, some of whom had gained fame in the earlier series about their training, Vets’ School (1996). Kilborn, Hibberd and Boyle critique these series, saying they ‘are relatively bland in character, with a tendency to dwell on the more sentimental aspects of the animal-centred stories’ (2001, 382). They note that, for many, docusoaps are problematic because ‘they concern themselves only in the most superficial sense with the organizations or professions on which they focus’, resulting ‘in a blunting of a programme’s critical edge’ (384) that might be expected from documentary. In doing so such series are of a kind with other series on British television at the time that depicted the problems pets face, such as Pet Rescue (1997-2002) and Animal Hospital (1994-2004). Yet the ‘superficial’ aspect Kilborn, Hibberd and Boyle refer to might, given Jain and Slater’s analysis, instead function as a significant way to empower viewers in terms of their own interaction with animal medical processes.

To be sure, in The Supervet Fitzpatrick and his team are depicted spending considerable amounts of time ensuring they interact with pet owners, explaining the complexities of their diagnoses and suggested treatments. The kinds of empathetic interactions Jain and Slater see as vital to the process recur, with Fitzpatrick consistently demonstrating his personal investment in treating the animals and his emotional responses to their recoveries. He is shown in many episodes happily playing with animals who have very recently undergone surgery, often in the practice’s recovery centre; in some cases, Fitzpatrick climbs in their cages with them, expressing joy at their recovery. And the programme contains many instances of Fitzpatrick telephoning owners at home, explaining how surgery has gone, and responding to their emotional concerns. In that sense, these depictions can be seen as model of how to overcome the potential problems medicine can face because of its use of alienating, complex technology and terminology, and the dehumanising nature of some kinds of professional behaviour.

There is a difficulty here, though, for the majority of this is is expressed via interactions between Fitzpatrick and the owners, and those owners are not themselves the patients; the animals are. The patient-professional communication relationship is here unlike that for humans because owners are required to speak on behalf of their pets, with little space given for the pets themselves to communicate their desires, fears or needs. The animals remain primarily objects, constructed as medicalised bodies requiring fixing in order to assuage the emotional needs of the owner. The programme shows animals with walking problems, growths, or other medical issues, and then proceeds to ‘explain’ these predominantly via the scientific aspects of medicine, typically employing x-rays and others techniques for rendering the body as something to be made comprehensible by technology. Charles Bergman (2005) outlines how the use of tracking technology means that studying wildlife often more accurately involves looking at data on a screen rather than the living creature itself; in becoming x-ray images the animals in Fitzpatrick’s practice are similarly replaced by technological data. Furthermore, that data becomes the evidence on which decisions about treatment are predicated and justified, all while the animal itself is literally absent, locked away in a cage in another room.

This is significant because debates persist concerning the legitimacy of defining particular characteristics of human bodies as illnesses or problems to be treated; ‘Every culture has their own ethno-etiology to explain their own culture’s illnesses’ (DeMello 2014, 27). The use of technology to read the body is indicative of ‘Western biomedicine … [where] … only the body is treated, in isolation from the mind, the environment, or one’s social relationships’ (27). While Fitzpatrick sometimes tells his patients’ owners that they must change their habits - such as exercising their pet more, or feeding it differently - the ‘happy ending’ that The Supervet routinely offers is one where the medical problem is resolved via surgery on the animal, exemplifying the biomedicine approach. Where the treatment process moves beyond the body is in its engagement with the pet owners, whose emotional relationships with the animal are supported and healed. What we have here, then, is a solution to the problem of the alienating nature of much contemporary medical activity which splits treatment according to species; the humans’ emotional wellbeing is catered for, while the animals are understood only in terms of their biology. Yet there is evidence that the stress pets suffer is considerable because of the complex and contradictory nature of their roles within households which often conflict with their ‘natural’ behaviour. This means that it is ‘extremely difficult for an animal to behave in a manner that owners/caregivers and veterinary staff would consider to be obedient and appropriate’ (Hargrave 2015, 138).

That humans make the decision of whether an animal undergoes surgery or not is also evidence of how non-human species are constructed as objects over which humans have dominion. Margo DeMello outlines the large number of methods humans have used to alter animal bodies, whether this has been to increase food production, to render ‘dangerous’ animals ‘safe’, or to produce pets which fulfil the roles humans require of them. She sees this as evidence of ‘the ways in which non-human animals’ bodies are subject to human, corporate, and state control’ (2014, 279). We might also add ‘medical control’ to that list, or note that it is via medicine that some aspects of this control are enacted. Now, this is not to deny that there may be valuable activities humans can carry out in order to make the lives of animals longer and better; but it is to note that The Supervet fails to engage with debates about how appropriate it is to do so, nor does it explore the legitimacy of humans making such decisions. Fitzpatrick’s genuine ethical concerns for his practice concern whether risks are justified - such as that of the potential shattering of Willow’s bone during surgery - and not his own expertise or legitimacy (as a vet, or just as a human) in making such decisions. Furthermore, owners’ rights to, or ability in, making decisions affecting another living being are assumed to be obviously legitimate. Here, human dominance over other species is normalised to the extent that the assumptions that it relies upon are not deemed worthy of representation.

[bookmark: euthanasia]Euthanasia
The most extreme way in which humans speak on behalf of other species in veterinary science is in debates about euthanasia. Unlike human medicine in most Western cultures, the idea that killing something living might be better than trying to keep it alive is a recurring discussion in veterinary medicine. As Hewson notes, ‘Research indicates that many clients [pet owners] think about their animal companions’ deaths while the animals are still well’ (431), and this is unsurprising as the majority of pets have shorter life spans than humans. Furthermore, in exploring the very high suicide rate among vets, D.J. Darkroom and D.S. Baldwin argue that in order to enter the profession in the first place an individual must be able ‘to perceive euthanasia as a positive outcome’ (2010, 390), rather than such a belief being something learned on the job. Erica Fudge sees owners’ willingness to justify the euthanasia of pets defined by medicine as too unwell as evidence of humans attitude of ‘disposability’ (2008, 108) towards other species. Such disposability is, Fudge argues, unsurprising given the ‘overproduction’ (109) of animals humans actively engage in, resulting in more pets than society is willing to care for, and which end up in animal shelters, and subsequently euthanised for lack of a home. While the owners in The Supervet clearly demonstrate their commitment to their animals, and there is no suggestion of their desire to abandon them, that euthanasia is a broachable subject is evidence of humans’ categorisation of other species in a manner quite different to humans. Of course, the ways humans categorise other species ‘often defies logic’ (Herzog 2011, 1), with pets being simultaneously emotionally significant and routinely disposable. For example, ‘A report by the American Animal Hospital Association found that 40% of the women they surveyed said they got more affection from their dogs than from their husbands or children’ while at the same time ‘Between 2 million and 3 million unwanted dogs [in the United States] are euthanised in animal shelters each year’ (9). While such figures might be regrettable, they point to how animal euthanasia is understood as a reasonable solution to a problem, and veterinary medicine functions to normalise this attitude towards other species.

For example, the episode of The Supervet that recounts the tale of Willow also tells the story of a Shi-Tzu dog called Emily, who is brought to the practice due to her strange walk which limits her ability to carry out the pet-specific labour her owners ask of her. Fitzpatrick’s analysis finds a problem with Emily’s spine, and he recounts to her owners the risks inherent in the surgery he could offer. In doing so, he states to the owners, ‘If I can’t do something, frankly, we’re going to have to let her slip away’. The owners nod, demonstrating grief at the suggestion but acknowledging the supposed inevitability of the decision. There follows much discussion concerning the stress and pain surgery might cause Emily, and how that can be measured against the potential positive outcomes it might produce. Emily’s owners are split in their views, with one arguing that she’s already been through enough pain and therefore it would be more ‘humane’ to not carry out the procedure, while the other argues that, no matter what, attempting to save the dog’s life is preferable. This sequence places the responsibility of making the decision with Emily’s owners, and Fitzpatrick functions merely to outline the nature of the decision they have to make. Here, his expertise is solely medical, with the moral decision instead seen as the responsibility of Emily’s owners.

The death of animals occurs far more commonly in factual media than the death of humans. While documentary and news-makers are commonly bound by ethical guidelines limiting the representation of dead or dying human bodies (for example see BBC 2015), not least in order to respect the feelings of relatives, the deaths of other species occurs across a range of genres. Wildlife documentaries such as The Hunt (2015), for example, reduce animals to nothing more than life or death action sequences required in a genre that fetishes ‘dramatic chases and escapes’ (Bousé 1998, 134).  And the most common way in which animals appear on television is dead, as meat, to be consumed by humans in cookery programmes, drama series, or any other programme in which food appears; a form of literal and visual violence that Carol J. Adams refers to as ‘dismemberment’ (2010, 136). One of the key ways in which the category of the human is distinguished from that of other species is in human attitudes towards, and portrayals of, death, whereby animal death - particularly in wildlife documentaries - is understood as ‘natural’. Yet Klaus Eder shows that ‘the social construction of nature is necessarily an element of the social evolution of society’ (1996, 8), whereby human society becomes defined as civilised by its differences to ‘the natural world’ (supposedly) full of violence and death.

Of course, pets complicate the distinctions between the human and animal worlds, as they are defined as non-humans yet allowed into spaces from which many other beings are barred. For James A. Serpell pet ownership is predicated on anthropomorphism, necessary for an activity which, on the face of it, is ‘anomalous’ (2003, 87). Serpell outlines the social and health benefits pet ownership has for humans, but argues given that these positive outcomes are significantly greater for the human than the animal, ‘pet keeping is no different, and certainly no worse, than other ways of using animals for human ends, such as farming or biomedical research’ (95). Serpell and Paul (1994) show how pets’ position within societies correlates with the dominance or otherwise of anthropocentrism, whereby the prioritisation of the human necessarily results in poor treatment of other species. Owning pets problematises this hierarchy, but the pet continues to be required to fulfil the needs of humans, in what might be a more benign anthropocentrism.

That euthanasia is a normalised aspect of pet ownership is evident in that how it is justified in The Supervet differs from arguments for euthanasia within human medicine. Clive Seale outlines how for elderly people ‘the right to control their dying may be a last chance to maintain a degree of self determination’ (1998, 184); that is, fundamental to this justification is that the decision is made by whom it will directly affect.  It is therefore an act of self-empowerment. Such decision-making is, of course, extremely difficult to offer to a pet, and the owners are instead given the option by proxy. That euphemistic language such as ‘slipping away’ or ‘euthanasia’ is used is testament to how this act of slaughtering an animal is distanced from the fleshly, brutal violence which is its essence, and the murder of a pet can instead be successfully constructed as an act of mercy on behalf of owners.

As such, Emily’s owners are shown sitting in the practice’s waiting room, mulling over their options. The voice-over notes, ‘Emily faces a complex operation that could cost thousands of pounds. Karen and Bill [her owners] don’t know whether to go ahead with it’. As this demonstrates, one of the ways in which human and animal medicine differ is that cost becomes one of the criteria by which the appropriateness of animal treatment is measured. That is, while broader, policy debates about the NHS certainly occur within financial contexts, the ‘free at the point of use’ ethos of the service means that this factor is unlikely to be encountered by patients at the moment of diagnosis. Indeed, it is precisely the removal of this context which is one of the arguments for publicly-funded health services, stripping patients of the fear that they may not be able to afford treatment they have been told they need. The Supervet negotiates a narrative and representational complexity here, for the issue of cost is one which, as Karen and Bill’s dilemma shows, is employed by the series as a legitimate factor in decisions about treatment. Yet the programme does not show if this has long-term consequences; Karen and Bill elect to go ahead with Emily’s treatment, but the viewing audience is not told how much this actually costs, nor sees Karen and Bill being given their bill as they leave, nor whether the high charges have longer-term financial implications for them. Furthermore, the programme does not engage in debates about whether charging for the treatment of animals is a legitimate action that should be borne by the individual rather than society. In essence, the matter of cost functions solely as a narrative barrier, adding extra weight to the moral dilemma faced by Emily’s owners.

That said, vet programmes also demonstrate what an ideal medical service could be, given enough money. The staff at Fitzpatrick Referrals are depicted as compassionate and able to spend time with pets and their owners; time which a cash-strapped NHS has to ration more severely. The programme could be read as functioning as an advert for the benefits of private health care: alternatively, it could demonstrate the contradiction that exists in the British public who are willing to spend considerable amounts of personal income maintaining the health of their pets, but reticent to support a nationwide public health service in the same way through higher taxation.

In the end, Emily’s life continues not only because Karen and Bill have found a way to afford for it to do so, but have also decided her existence is worth that amount of money. Such a depiction is evidence of the ways in which animals are enmeshed within human commercial economic systems not of their own making, their very existence dependent upon culturally-specific financial transactions. In terms of television, The Supervet shows how such economic contexts are presented as inevitable and unquestionable, with little indication that alternative systems (such as a publicly-funded nationwide animal version of the NHS) might be conceivable. That a suitable medical response to Emily’s situation is to ‘let her slip away’ highlights the matter-of-fact manner in which the life-or-death consequences of the relationships between medicine and money can be violently enacted upon other species.

[bookmark: pethuman_relationship]The Pet-Human Relationship
Karen and Bill’s decision to find the funds to pay for Emily’s operation is presented by the programme as a worthwhile decision because of the value Emily brings to their lives. The soundness of the decision is presented as being open to question; indeed, the fact that the decision was presented as one at all points to the possibility that paying large sums of money to save a dog might not be worth it. Yet the decision is made more on emotional than rational grounds, and The Supervet repeatedly points towards the emotional relationships owners have with their pets. This is perhaps best exemplified in a sequence where Willow’s owners ask Fitzpatrick, ‘It’s not anything we’ve done?’ as they ponder whether her situation is a result of their behaviour. Fitzpatrick is keen to reassure them that it isn’t, and says, ‘I know this is very upsetting for you’. The programme repeatedly returns to images of owners expressing worry, guilt or elation in response to what they are told at the practice; a fixed camera in the waiting-room captures owners while they gingerly wait, their faces expressing a wide range of emotions. The programme is therefore keen to capture the emotional relationships pets have with their animals, and sees these not only as understandable, but also legitimate resources to be drawn on when life-or-death decisions are to be made.

Indeed, much of the work that vets have to carry out involves managing the emotions of pet owners. Mary Pilgram summarises a wealth of research that shows ‘many pet owners cherish the relationship with their veterinarians who care for this family member’ (2009, 97) even though ‘most veterinarians and their staff are often overwhelmed and ill-quipped to deal with individuals’ emotional responses to the illness or death of a beloved pet’ (98). This may be because the ways in which vets are taught and advised on how to deal with upset and grieving owners ‘are all human bereavement models’ (Dawson and Campbell 2009, 100), which ignore ‘the unique facets of this experience in relation to the human-companion animal bond’ (106). That bond is one whose emotional value is likely to be more significant for the owner than the pet, and the responsibility attached to owning an animal engenders the significant emotional loss when pets die.

Fitzpatrick and his team are routinely portrayed in The Supervet as highly invested in the emotional wellbeing of the pets’ owners. Indeed, the programme spends much more time depicting the significance of a pet’s medical treatment to its owners than it does to the animal itself. The representational strategies on offer for television struggle with depicting what illness, surgery and recovery might mean for an animal; after all, the patient cannot speak for him/herself in the confessional manner common in much documentary. Furthermore, the fact that animals such as Willow are up and about within 24 hours of their invasive surgery undercuts the narrative jeopardy on offer, as animals’ insouciance fails to depict the risk the programme is keen to depict. The wonder of animals’ recoveries is a notable aspect of animal biology, but not very interesting for television narratives. It is for this reason that the programme’s key interest is not the animals at all, but the owners. It is for them that the animals’ illness if a problem; it is they who must make decisions about treatment; it is they who routinely demonstrate emotional engagement with the matter at hand; it is their lives made better by successful surgery. The programme therefore depicts the human-animal bond in a manner which renders only the human aspect as narratively interesting. This is very different to the portrayal of animal behaviour in much wildlife documentary, whereby ‘the natural world’ is typically defined as one where there is ‘the absence of people’ (Bousé 1998, 134, emphasis in original). A pet, therefore, is not only an animal that shares its everyday space with humans; it is one that, in order for that sharing to be accepted by humans, must successfully negotiate its ‘complicated position as both pseudo-object and pseudo-subject, simultaneously commodity and agent’ (Braunschneider 2006, 44). The medical fixing that a vet carries out occurs at the point where a pet’s status as a subject overwhelms it as an object; surgery restores the balance to the satisfaction of human norms.

[bookmark: conclusion]Being ‘Super’
As has been shown, The Supervet offers depictions of animal care whose success and necessity is measured through the needs of the human, not the pet. In its depiction of medical practitioners and their relationships with those who employ their skills, the programme can be seen to align with narratives about the medical profession described by Jacobs (2003) and Lupton (2003). There is, then, a case to be made here for including programmes about animal treatment within the genre of medical television. Yet the specifics of animal medicine have also been outlined, pointing to particularities of veterinary medicine which mark it as different to that for humans. While pets are the objects of the medical treatment portrayed, the legitimacy and value of that treatment is evidenced via owners, reinforcing an anthropocentric representational strategy common within television. The work of vets is seen to be primarily of value to the humans who are not the object of the medical treatment portrayed, and the labour pets must carry out is of the sort whose value is predicated on its usefulness for humans. Veterinary medicine, then, might see the animal as the patient, but it places the human as the ultimate beneficiary of treatment.

But we’re not just dealing with a vet here; Noel Fitzpatrick is the supervet. What is it that renders his work able to be labelled as ‘super’? For the series this derives from his innovative and experimental surgery techniques, and the programme notes that some local veterinary surgeries refer owners to him when there are no other options left. His ‘super’ status is authorised by its relationship to medical science, which legitimises treatment and is the primary discourse within which surgical treatment circulates. In developing innovative medical treatments Fitzpatrick earns the ‘super’ moniker because he is shown to extend scientific possibility in a manner that better saves animal lives. An ‘ordinary’ vet carries out known treatments: a ‘super’ one risks experimental ones, and does so successfully. The series, therefore, celebrates medical science as the solution to problems, often rendering the patients - animals - virtually absent as they are turned into bodies to be acted upon and understood through technology. That his ‘super’ status arises from an ability to ensure pets fulfil the labour required of them - irrespective of their desire to do so - is evidence of the ways in which animals are enmeshed in decidedly human discourses of science, ownership and work.

For the owners, on the other hand, Fitzpatrick’s ‘super’ status rests on his skill in saving animals no-one else can, and developing individualised surgery solutions that respond directly to the animal in need.  Drawing on Michel Foucault and Giorgio Agamben, Sherryl Vint argues that ‘humans and animals alike are shaped and controlled by modes of biopower that designate ways of living and dying’ (2010, 444). Such biopower is one of the ways in which the human and the animal has conventionally been distinguished, for the hierarchical nature of that cultural categorisation legitimises humans’ treatment of other species. But pets problematise this distinction, being non-humans in human spaces. It is this problem that allows the contradictions outlined above to exist, whereby both euthanasia and innovative, expensive surgery are simultaneously logical solutions to a biological problem. What makes Fitzpatrick ‘super’, then, is his role in seeing both of these options as viable, and being able to carry them out as solutions. After all, the point at which a pet owner has to decide whether the expense of surgery is worth the companionship an animal brings is a moment in which the pet-owner contract, usually unacknowledged, becomes unavoidable. In solving this problem, via surgery, Fitzpatrick shapes his patient into the kind of pet which no longer embodies this troublesome question, and each episode of the series ends with footage of owner and pet enjoying their life together. As such, this supervet functions to reinstate the cultural norms that legitimise pet-keeping in the first place, and the causes of the owners’ emotional distress are resolved inasmuch as they are surgically made to go away.
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