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Guinea Pig Agnotology1

Joanna Dean

Into your veins we inject all the ills and poisons of our higher 
civilization: anthrax, and diphtheria, cancer, smallpox and tuber-
culosis, leprosy, meningitis, pneumonia, typhus and typhoid, and 
all the infections of the eye and ear, of nose and throat, of bone 
and muscle and cartilage and nerve and gland, which humanity 
has accumulated in its march upward. All these bitter questions 
we put to you with the hypodermic needle and the scalpel and 
you react positively or you react negatively, but always to the full 
measure of your ability, and most often at the cost of your life. . . .

Yes, you do your best, silent brother.

Simon Strunk, Professor Latimer’s Progress (1918)2

In the laboratory, animals are made invisible: their invisibility continues 
in the archives and extends into the stories told. As the authors of the 
Oxford Handbook on the History of Medicine observe, “In no body of 
scholarship is it more obvious, puzzling and true to say that ‘animals dis-
appear.’”3 Even the guinea pig, the animal whose name has come to stand 
for the hapless victims of experimental medicine, has largely disappeared 
from the records. This chapter explores how this happened. It draws upon 
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agnotology, a concept developed by historians Robert N. Proctor and 
Londa Schiebinger, who argue that “a great deal of attention has been 
given to epistemology (the study of how we know) when ‘how or why we 
don’t know’ is often just as important, usually far more scandalous, and 
remarkably undertheorized.”4 The chapter will track the disappearance of 
the guinea pig in the records of the Connaught Laboratories in Toronto 
and consider the cognitive dissonance created by the gulf between the 
guinea pig’s role as a laboratory animal and its role as a much-loved pet. I 
will suggest that in the early twentieth century an emerging antivivisec-
tion movement shaped actions within and without the laboratory and al-
tered the nature of the records kept and stories told. Even today, in order to 
access the archives of the Connaught Laboratories on the sprawling mod-
ern Sanofi Pasteur Canada campus, the researcher must be accompanied 
by the archivist, approved by staff, and, like all visitors to the facility, must 
pass through a security gate, overseen by security personnel. Animal re-
search is ongoing at the laboratory and so security is tight. 

The story of the University of Toronto’s Connaught Laboratories 
begins in 1913, when John G. Fitzgerald constructed a stable in his ob-
liging assistant’s yard on Barton Avenue in downtown Toronto. In 1917, 
the laboratories moved to their current location north of the city where 
an elegant stucco stable was built. The original Barton Avenue stable was 
relocated to the site in 1935 and restored as a museum in 2004.5 It now 
stands incongruously on the Sanofi Pasteur campus, where it serves as 
a material reminder of the laboratory’s humble origins, memorialized as 
“The Miracle Factory that began in a Stable.”6

The Barton Avenue stable housed two species: horses and guinea 
pigs.7 Horses were the living factories from whose blood antitoxins were 
extracted. Guinea pigs were the living meters. The little animals were 
injected with a fatal dose of diphtheria or tetanus toxin and then given 
varying amounts of horse serum to counter the toxin. Their fate calibrated 
the serum’s potency. Horses became the heroes of laboratory medicine, 
trotted out time and again as the photogenic saviours of countless small 
children.8 They continue to be memorialized in the stable museum, in 
online exhibits and in Connaught publications (Figure 8.1). The guinea 
pigs, by contrast, were and are invisible. Their unpleasant fate could not 
be glossed over as any kind of heroic service to mankind, and they rarely 
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figure in laboratory publicity. There is no reference to their existence in the 
stable museum. They appear only occasionally in the archives. 

Guinea pigs (Cavia porcellus) are native to the Andes, where they have 
served as an important source of protein since at least 2,500 BCE and pos-
sibly as early as 5,000 BCE (which makes their relationship with humans 
as long standing as that of their stable mates on Barton Avenue).9 They 
were imported to Europe in the sixteenth century, where they became pets, 
first among the aristocracy, then more widely.10 By the nineteenth century, 
they were so familiar in Britain that their round little bodies were used to 
describe the morphology of such North American species as the beaver, 
the woodchuck, and the chipmunk.11 In Canada, a guinea pig was used 

 
Fig. 8.1 The horses used for the production of antitoxin were celebrated as equine heroes. 
This lantern slide is one of a series produced by Connaught Laboratories to make the public 
comfortable with the new biomedical products. Source: Lantern Slide Ags020, Sanofi Pasteur 
Canada (Connaught Campus) Archives, Toronto.
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to illustrate the letter G in the Canada Spelling Primer (1850), evidence of 
both the exoticism of the little animal and its growing familiarity.12

Guinea pigs were, and are, docile and endearing pocket pets.13 They 
do not carry associations with filth or disease, like mice and rats. They 
communicate with each other, and their handlers, with whistles (if excit-
ed), purring (when petted), squealing, rumbling and chirping. A series 
of letters in the children’s section of the Toronto newspaper The Globe 
and the Ottawa Journal attest to their charm, especially it seems for little 
boys.14 Roland Ellard of Pickanock, Quebec, wrote in 1898 that he had 
forty guinea pigs: “they will stand on their hind legs and ‘squeak, squeak’ 
when they hear my footsteps near their door. After I talk to them and pet 
them, they lie down quite contented, but I must let them know first that 
I have noticed them and must pet each one.”15 Thirteen-year-old Evelyn 
Wade of Renfrew, Ontario, described his guinea pigs as “very stupid” ani-
mals prone to fighting: “They have teeth about three quarters of an inch 
long,” he observed, “Sometimes if you take one up when it is angry, it will 
bite you, and it hurts, because the teeth are so sharp.”16 It is only at the end 
of his letter that young Wade remembers that he hopes to win a prize, and 
notes that guinea pigs are nice pets for children because they are fun to 
play with and do not carry disease like cats and dogs. 

The children’s letters stand in odd contrast to contemporaneous arti-
cles describing the use of guinea pigs as test subjects. On the pages of the 
newspapers, guinea pigs are inoculated, time and again, with noxious 
substances to test their toxicity. Their use as test subjects was such com-
mon knowledge that guinea pig trials featured in a long running series 
of advertisements for a dandruff treatment. As a 1907 ad boasted in large 
font, “The Guinea Pig Proved It.”17 This curious pairing of the pet and the 
laboratory test subject is repeated in a photograph taken in the 1920s of a 
young boy playing with the Connaught guinea pigs (Figure 8.2).

Guinea pigs were known for their innocence. As early as 1811, a nat-
ural history text noted: “These animals are, of all others, the most helpless 
and inoffensive.”18 This innocence could at times be understood as a kind 
of purity: when a distraught child asks whether animals go to heaven in 
the evangelical classic The Gates Ajar (1869), she chooses the guinea pig as 
her most compelling example: “O mamma mamma, Don’t little CLEAN 
–white – guinea-pigs have souls?”19 Her mother allows that the gates of 



1798 | Guinea Pig Agnotology

heaven might open for the guinea pig. But such sweet innocence could 
also be cast as stupidity: Wade described his pets as “very stupid.” The au-
thor of Three Hundred Things a Bright Boy Might Do (1910) noted: “Some 
who ought to know better have said that cavies are very dull, stupid little 
animals.”20 Like young Wade, he was quick to make a disclaimer, noting 
“I entirely disagree with this.” In 1915, a breeder described the guinea pig 
as a “singularly inoffensive and defenceless creature,” noting that they 
lack “that intelligence which usually characterises domestic pets.”21 There 
seems to have been a wide consensus that the guinea pig was a much loved 
and responsive little pet but that it had none of the answering intelligence 
of a dog. 

At the end of the nineteenth century, a guinea pig fancy developed. 
Hobbyists bred what they called cavies in a wide range of exotic colours, 
coat patterns, and coat types. In 1888, a correspondent in Canada’s Pigeons 
and Pets described the cavies at Britain’s Crystal Palace Show and urged 
Canadians to pursue the hobby: “They should be worth taking up, as 
they are very little trouble, and present many opportunities for scientific 
breeding.” Poultry and farm exhibitions began to include entries for dif-
ferent kinds of cavies: Peruvians (with long silky hair), Abyssinians (with 
rosettes), and English short hairs. In 1892, the publisher of Pigeons and 

 
Fig 8.2 Boy 
playing with 
guinea pigs at 
the Connaught 
Laboratories 
Farm, ca. 
1920s. Source: 
Photograph 
Acc1741, Sanofi 
Pasteur Canada 
(Connaught 
Campus) 
Archives, 
Toronto.
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Pets, H. B. Donovan, imported three Peruvians, three Abyssinians, and 
eight English short-hair cavies from England. By 1892, he was advertising 
offspring “bred direct from my English stock” for three to five dollars a 
pair in his Canadian Poultry Review. Guinea pigs reproduce quickly, and 
two years later Donovan was offering free stock in a subscription drive: 
an Abyssinian he claimed was worth three dollars and a smooth coated 
guinea pig worth two dollars. 

It was likely a breeder like Donovan who supplied Fitzgerald with 
the Connaught’s first colony of guinea pigs. Fitzgerald had famously pur-
chased his first five horses from the “glue factory” (presumably the slaugh-
ter house) for three dollars apiece, and it is likely he was equally parsi-
monious in acquiring his guinea pigs. Certainly, the animals described in 
the 1913–15 Connaught laboratory books were a motley lot: #76 was black 
and white and tan on neck; #77 was black and white and tan on the rump; 
#78 was simply brown; and #87 was white and tan with a brown spot on 
the head. None are described as having long hair, or rosettes, though #104 
is described as “curly, brown and white.” 

Fitzgerald’s methods were modelled upon those used at the laborator-
ies he had visited: the Pasteur Laboratories in France, the Lister Institute 
in London, and public health laboratories in New York City. By 1914, 
enormous numbers of small animals were used in the routine testing and 
calibration of biomedical products. Most laboratories bought their guin-
ea pigs from small scale breeders, and over time “cavy ranching” became 
a lucrative industry.22 Prices increased during the First World War in 
the face of a “guinea pig famine,” reaching two dollars in Canada.23 The 
American author of Cavy Culture: A Book of Practical Instructions on the 
Raising and Marketing of Guinea Pigs (1920) observed optimistically that 
a three-month-old pig could be raised to market for ten to fifteen cents, 
and a breeding female could produce twelve to fifteen young a year. A 
colony of five to six females could be lucrative: “Thus at a very conserv-
ative estimate one may reasonably expect about one hundred offsprings 
[sic] at the end of the first year, which should be worth from $75.00 to 
$125.00 according to their size.”24 In 1924, in “Making More Money. . . . 
With Guinea Pigs,” the Windsor Star quoted a Boston-area breeder: “In 
spite of the fact that the guinea pigs increase with great rapidity, says the 
owner of the ‘cavy ranch,’ the supply always falls short of the demand and 
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it is because of this that the raising of the pets is lucrative, as well as a most 
interesting business.” He claimed they could be sold at “excellent prices” 
to “laboratories, hospitals, and experimental stations.”25 At Toronto’s 1925 
Royal Winter Fair, testimonials from laboratories in Ontario and Alberta 
were on display. An article in The Globe, titled “The Humble Guinea Pig,” 
noted that the Toronto General Hospital alone used thousands of guinea 
pigs in a year; a “lady exhibitor” was quoted as saying: “The guinea pig is 
absolutely indispensable.” 

Prices, however, had declined by 1925 to one dollar for a large animal, 
and sixty-five cents for the smaller ones.26 After the Second World War, 
small holders were squeezed out of the market as more centralized breed-
ing facilities were developed, in Britain taking what Robert G. W. Kirk has 
described as a socialist form with the Laboratory Animals Bureau, and in 
the United States, a more privatized form with such facilities as the Wistar 
Institute.27 A series of booklets from the US Department of Agriculture 
chart the shifting market: the author of the 1949 brochure was cautious 
about the potential for sales. By 1962, they made the following recom-
mendation: “Do not expect to make large profits immediately by raising 
laboratory animals”28 (italics in original). 

Scientists at the Connaught Laboratories chose to breed much of their 
own stock, following the practice of elite British laboratories. It was not 
easy. They experimented with housing and diet until an outbreak of strep-
tococcal infection wiped out the original colony, which was replaced by 
125 white pedigreed guinea pigs purchased from the Lister Institute in 
London in 1930 (Figure 8.3). Even these struggled. A report in the ar-
chives provides a rare glimpse of the difficulties faced by the laboratory 
(and, of course, the guinea pigs): the laboratory attributed the deaths 
of the first generation of Lister animals to the rigours of travel, and the 
deaths of the Connaught-born animals to premature breeding. (This is 
not entirely surprising. The animals were bred early: of the 93 of 205 preg-
nant females that died, 39 of them were bred before they were 60 days old, 
and another 31 before they were 30 days old.29) The diet may also have 
been deficient, as the Connaught Laboratories experimented with vari-
ous formulations of prepared food. A 1947 article on the care and feeding 
of guinea pigs observed that “the aim of evolving a dry pelleted stable 
diet completely adequate for guinea-pigs has not yet been realized,” and 
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noted that a pelleted diet must be supplemented with “fresh greenstuff, 
dried cabbage or ascorbic acid.”30 The Connaught report makes no ref-
erence to supplements. British scientists were disparaging of the breed-
ers who supplied guinea pigs to laboratories, describing them as “largely 
undereducated, working-class, ‘every-day sorts’” who “cannot spell their 
name in block letters.”31 But books by breeders emphasized the need for 
greens; even the boys writing to The Globe described the need for a variety 
of vegetables.32 Eventually, mice came to be preferred to guinea pigs at 
Connaught Laboratories. A 1969 article on the animal colonies in their in-
ternal publication, The Contax, attributed the shrinking size of the guinea 
pig colony to difficulties breeding: guinea pigs are much more difficult to 
breed than mice. Females cannot be mated until they are fourteen weeks 
old, the gestation period is sixty-three days, and, on average, only three 
young are produced per litter. The production life of a female guinea pig 
is 16–18 months.”33 Also, as Karen Rader has noted, mice carried little of 
the affective value of such pets as dogs, and, we might argue, guinea pigs.34 

Even when they were breeding and using thousands of the little ani-
mals, the guinea pigs were largely invisible in the public relations cam-
paigns of the Connaught Laboratories. Their absence is most apparent in 
comparison to the extraordinary visibility of the horse. The archives are 
replete with heroic horses: the researcher is introduced to Crestfallen, the 

 
Fig 8.3 Connaught 
guinea pig colony, 
August 1929. The 
laboratory struggled to 
maintain the colony, 
and the following year 
these animals were 
replaced by white 
pedigreed guinea 
pigs from the Lister 
Institute. Source: 
Photograph Acc0048, 
Sanofi Pasteur Canada 
(Connaught Campus) 
Archives, Toronto.
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diphtheria horse; Brick Top, the tetanus horse; and Molly, the meningitis 
horse. Collages include photographs of horses running free through bucol-
ic fields. The newspaper article that introduced the laboratory to Toronto 
in 1916 set the tone: the laboratory supplied carefully posed photographs 
of calm horses being bled and offered reassurances about the horses’ well-
being: “Now most people think that the bleeding causes the horse to suffer. 
As a matter of fact, the horse hardly seems to notice it but stands quietly 
and patiently while the blood is being taken.” The reference to the guinea 
pigs contains no such reassurance: “These guinea pigs are used to stan-
dardise the doses of anti-toxin. A little guinea pig is given a fatal dose, say 
one unit of diphtheria toxin, then the anti-toxin is injected. In this way it 
is found how much anti-toxin is needed to neutralize the diphtheria toxin, 
so that it can be reckoned how much anti-toxin should be injected into a 
patient suffering from diphtheria to counteract the disease.” There are no 
photographs, no textual description of the guinea pigs, and no discussion 
of the degree of suffering. 

Although the horses are initially identified by name in Fitzgerald’s lab 
books (Crestfallen, for example, appears repeatedly as a donor of serum), 
the individual guinea pigs remain anonymous. As Figure 8.3 shows, the 
guinea pigs are identified by appearance and number in the lab books be-
fore they either succumb to diphtheria or are “discarded.” The first guinea 
pig, for example, was white, weighed 252 grams, and lived less than forty-
eight hours after being injected subcutaneously with 0.1 cc of prepared 
serum in 0.9 cc NaCl (salt solution) on 27 October 1913. The second, a 
white and black guinea pig weighing 275 grams, was injected on October 
31 and succumbed two days later. Their deaths were marked with a cross. 
These first two were assigned numbers after the fact, and all subsequent 
guinea pigs are in neat sequential order: #3, a fawn weighing 280 grams, 
died at three days; #4, another white and black fawn was discarded; and 
#5 is missing. On November 7, a second toxin was tested on #6, black with 
fawn at 315 grams, who died after 3–4 days. On November 17, a third toxin 
was tested on #7, white at 280 grams, and #8, black with a brown collar 
at 250 grams, both of whom were “alive and well” on December 8, and 
both discarded. As time went on, Fitzgerald noted the weights on survival 
before discarding them.35 
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Fig. 8.4a and 8.4b In James G. Fitzgerald’s laboratory book (4a) horses are identified by name 
as well as number, and guinea pigs by weight and coat colour. Numbers appear to have been 
inserted later. On the other page (4b) the escape of the guinea pigs is noted. Source: James 
G. Fitzgerald, “Record of Diphtheria Toxins. 1913–1914–1915,” Department of Hygiene, 
University of Toronto. Sanofi Pasteur Canada (Connaught Campus) Archives, Toronto.
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The “discarding” of tested animals was a precaution: the author of 
Cavy Culture noted that “used” guinea pigs—those that had been used for 
testing antitoxins—were sometimes resold by “small and unreliable in-
stitutions.”36 Such animals dangerously altered results if they were used a 
second time. The Connaught Laboratories did not record their methods of 
disposal, but Cavy Culture noted that “used guinea pigs” were suffocated 
in large gas machines.

The descriptions in the Connaught laboratory books are just adequate 
to distinguish one guinea pig from his or her companions. Most descrip-
tions are simple: #45 was simply black; #47 was dark brown; #46 was white 
with a “tan left ear, tan left hind leg, and on back”; and #48 was an elabor-
ate patchwork (“black, white and tan, black left eye, tan right, black saddle, 
brown right hind leg”). In these early years, their weights varied between 
240 to 280 grams with occasional outliers at 215 grams (#28), 300 grams 
(#30), and even 370 grams for an unidentified specimen on 25 September 
1914. These were young guinea pigs; the standard size of an adult guinea 
pig in 1947 was 800–900 grams.

There is little evidence of agency on the part of the animals. On 12 
March 1914, four guinea pigs (#39, #40, #41, and #42) disappeared from 
their pen. They were found dead on March 25. Multi-coloured guinea pig 
#48 may have squirmed: Fitzgerald noted (using an awkward third person 
construction that may reflect some embarrassment at his clumsiness) that, 
“in injecting some of the mixture escaped.” Toxin was a deadly poison, 
for human scientists as well as laboratory subjects, so slips were danger-
ous. Devices like the Voges holder (Figure 8.5) were often used to restrain 
the animals. As their use became routine, the guinea pigs disappear com-
pletely from the second laboratory book. On December 15 [1914?], a note 
directs readers: “for potency and sterility tests see files.” The files have not 
been archived, and even this note disappears on subsequent pages. Over 
time, guinea pigs were made increasingly invisible until they disappeared 
entirely from internal laboratory reports, of no more note than the other 
tools of laboratory medicine.

Was their invisibility simply due to the routine nature of the guin-
ea pig’s role in the antitoxin laboratory? Or could it be related to rising 
antivivisection sentiments? Antivivisection movements were vocal by this 
time in the United States and Britain, and although there was as yet no 



1878 | Guinea Pig Agnotology

organized movement in this country, well-read Canadians were aware of 
the issue. Darcy Ingram has argued that the more radical wings of animal 
advocacy were deliberately suppressed in Victorian Canada, and, as I have 
argued elsewhere, Canadian apprehensions about the growing power of 
laboratory medicine appear to have been channelled through the antivac-
cination movement in the first two decades of the twentieth century. Public 
relations of another Toronto laboratory suggest that scientists were feeling 
defensive in 1912. A newspaper story, titled “Toronto’s New Laboratory 
is Best on the Continent,” featured a photograph of a bank of guinea pig 
cages, but the animals are out of sight and the visual emphasis is on the 
modern technology of metal cages, with glass above and plumbing below. 
The text reassured readers that the guinea pigs were not kept for vivisec-
tion. The distinction drawn is revealing: “They are not kept for purposes 

 
Fig. 8.5 The Voges holder made 
guinea pig handling more efficient. 
Source: A. C. Abbott, M.D., The 
Principles of Bacteriology: A 
Practical Matter for Students and 
Physicians 8th ed. (1909). Accessible 
via Internet Archive: https://
archive.org/.
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of vivisection, but as a medium to receive inoculations of certain germs 
when human life is at stake.” Guinea pigs were simply a “medium.” They 
were diagnostic tools whose aliveness was irrelevant, and whose deaths 
did not fit the narrow definition of vivisection.37 

In 1921, the Canadian Anti-Vivisection Society took form in Toronto, 
and similar groups subsequently appeared in other major centres, such as 
Montreal, Ottawa, Calgary, and Victoria.38 The membership of Canadian 
groups, like those in Britain and the United States, was largely made up 
of women. They were linked to the suffrage movement. Flora Macdonald 
Denison, a theosophist and suffrage writer, had been influential in the 
formation of the Toronto group. Her sister, Agnes Stanley, and her son, 
Denison, were among the forty members at the first 1921 meeting, where 
Stanley, who took on a leading role, noted that she took up the work on 
her sister’s account.39 Toronto’s medical officer of health Dr. Hastings had 
already dismissed the concerns of antivivisectors on gendered grounds 
in 1918, saying that “only a small proportion of the population—the 
feather brain portion—will object to the experimental inoculation of ani-
mals.” (One letter writer took issue and responded, “As one of the ‘feather 
brained.’”40) In 1922, facing an organized antivivisection society, Hastings 
was blunt. He is quoted as saying (in a newspaper article positioned dir-
ectly below an item about an antivivisectionist speaker from Britain and 
probably solicited for the purpose), “the foes of vivisection put themselves 
in the strange position of preferring the lives of guinea pigs and rabbits 
to those of human beings. ‘They put pigs before babies,’ says the Medical 
Officer of Health.”41 The direct linkage of guinea pig suffering to the pro-
tection of infants was a line of argument well honed by defenders of lab-
oratory medicine.42 

A second line of argument was that the guinea pigs did not suffer. 
Representatives of the Montreal General Hospital had made this distinc-
tion in 1895: when the president remarked on whether vivisection was 
practiced, the secretary said that “no pain was inflicted upon the animals; 
they were simply pricked with a hypodermic needle. There was no cutting 
at all. The guinea pigs were only poked with a needle.”43 (This emphasis on 
“cutting” is preserved in the definition of vivisection in the Oxford English 
Dictionary: “The action of cutting or dissecting some part of a living or-
ganism; spec. the action or practice of performing dissection, or other 
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painful experiment, upon living animals as a method of physiological or 
pathological study.”) In 1923, a Montreal serologist, Dr. F. A. Bert, gave a 
talk on serums in which he described the benefits of diphtheria antitoxins, 
and reassured his listeners that the horses are better treated in the lab than 
on farms. Without going into detail, he also reassured his listeners that 
no maltreatment of guinea pigs is tolerated and “ether is administered to 
avoid suffering.”44

A very different line of argument emerged four years later in the 
melodramatic Microbe Hunters (1926) by American microbiologist Paul 
de Kruif. The book is credited with inspiring a generation of microbiolo-
gists. Chapter Three, “Massacre the Guinea Pigs,” briefly deploys the first 
argument about the protection of infants, but dwells on the horrors of 
early work on antitoxins: “It was to save babies that Roux and Behring 
launched into the most relentless massacre of guinea pigs that the scientif-
ic world had heard of.”45 De Kruif describes in excruciating detail the “vast 
butcheries of guinea pigs and rabbits,” explaining how the scientist Emile 
Roux “became a murderer in his heart” as he looked for “ruffled hair, the 
dragging hind legs, the cold shivering bodies” of his victims and watched 
the toxin “do dreadful things to his animals” in the “vast slaughterhouse 
of dead and dying guinea pigs his laboratory was.” “The guinea pigs which 
survived probably wished they were dead, for, while the trichloride was 
curing them it was burning nasty holes in their hides too—they squeaked 
pitifully when they bumped these gaping sores. It was an appalling busi-
ness.” The pain is dwelt upon, almost pornographically, and it is described 
as a necessary prelude to the cure: “those maimings and holocausts and 
mistakes, always the necessary prelude to his triumphs.” This chapter, 
which was reprinted in newspapers, represents an interesting shift: the 
pain inflicted by the scientist is glorified as a burden he (and it was almost 
always he) must carry in order to develop a cure. 

It was not an easy burden to carry. John G. Fitzgerald, the brilliant sci-
entist behind the Connaught Laboratories, suffered a mental breakdown at 
the age of fifty-six in 1938 and died by suicide in 1940. We will never know 
the cause of his distress. Could the “maimings and holocausts and mis-
takes” inherent in this form of work have exacted a toll on the researcher 
in the form of a post-traumatic stress disorder? In a series of letters writ-
ten from a sanatorium in 1939, Fitzgerald repeatedly referred to having 
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committed “the unpardonable sin,” for which, “the penalty is death.”46 
The idea that cruelty to animals is an unpardonable sin is common in 
antivisection literature.47 James Fitzgerald explored his grandfather’s diffi-
culties in a melodramatic book about the family history of mental illness; 
he attributed John G. Fitzgerald’s distress to overwork, and although he 
describes the deaths of thousands of guinea pigs, their squirming dur-
ing treatment, and the necessity for cruelty in laboratory science, he does 
not consider the emotional toll of his grandfather’s work with laboratory 
animals.48 Is the failure to consider this possibility a further expression 
of agnotology? Robert G. W. Kirk argues that scientists, and their histor-
ians, have shied away from considering the emotional impact of the lived 
experience of working with and caring for experimental animals: “Where 
emotion appears in existing historiography on animal research it tends to 
be framed in such a way as to conform closely to the sciences’ own terms; 
emotions are problematic and they are recognised only insofar as they 
have to be controlled and removed from the experimental encounter.”49 

The docile guinea pig was peculiarly vulnerable to the hardening of 
the heart. The contrast with the dog is revealing. In 1923, the Connaught 
media campaign slipped badly in what was their greatest success, the 
discovery of insulin. Connaught scientist Frederick Banting was impolit-
ic enough to describe his work in detail in the Toronto Daily Star. On 
reading his account, Agnes Stanley (founding member of the Canadian 
Anti-Vivisection Society in Toronto, as noted above) wrote a sarcastic let-
ter commending Banting for his honesty: “Even Dr. Banting, in a very 
touching report of his Detroit speech, told of his distress at the suffering 
of the little dog who had assisted him so valiantly in his experiments. Dr. 
Banting seems to have no illusions concerning the cruelty of his experi-
ments.”50 The difficulty was compounded by Banting’s candour about the 
source of his dogs. As the reporter put it, the scientist resorted to “slinking 
in the midnight shadows on the trail of homeless canines.”51 Pet owners 
in Toronto were understandably alarmed, and the new Anti-Vivisection 
Society claimed to have collected 8,000 signatures asking the provincial 
government to ban the use of dogs in vivisection.52 The British Abolitionist, 
drawing on information provided by the Ottawa Anti-Vivisection Society, 
published an article titled “Dr. Banting as a Dog Stealer,” with a cartoon of 
Banting in a white lab coat, knife in hand, threatening to cut the pancreas 
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from a sweet puppy dangling from his other hand.53 (The laboratories, for 
their part, re-invented Banting’s dogs as a heroes on par with diphtheria 
horses: as Matthew Klingle has shown, “Marjorie” is now a poster child 
for insulin.54) 

Lessons were learned from Banting’s mistake. Over time, as Susan 
Lederer has shown, the individual sensing animal was excised from 
medical journals and descriptions of experiments were edited to reduce 
their emotional impact. Significantly, these efforts focused on the dog: re-
searchers were advised to refer to the “animal,” rather than the “dog.” The 
efforts to minimize the number of dogs in reports of medical experiments 
did not extend to guinea pigs, rats, and mice. These small animals were 
of less concern.55 When he reflected on the uproar about his research a 
number of years later, Banting made the same distinction. He explained 
that the guinea pigs’ physiology did not lend itself to experimentation 
on insulin. The implication was that he would have preferred to use the 
guinea pig, because, unlike the dog, the guinea pig was an expendable 
species. Antivivisection groups continued to emphasize the mistreatment 
of dogs, and largely overlooked the routine use of enormous numbers of 
guinea pigs in laboratories in diagnostic work and biomedical products.56 
The horse and the dog occupy a special place in human sympathies; sci-
ence is showing that these two species are remarkably attuned to humans. 
Thousands of years of partnership have made them expert at reading and 
responding to human emotions; conversely, we are attuned to theirs. The 
little guinea pig does not participate in such a privileged relationship. 

What conclusions can be drawn from the disappearing guinea pig? 
The first is that we need to be attentive to absences, especially in the ar-
chives, and ask what lies behind them. As Proctor and Schiebinger have 
pointed out, agnotology is rarely accidental. The simplest explanation for 
the absence of the guinea pig is that it was part of an orchestrated public 
relations strategy: horses were elevated as heroes, and guinea pigs, whose 
pain could not be explained away, disappeared. Medical historians have 
had little interest in digging further, as the story of the guinea pig only 
undermined the narrative of medical progress. But the absence exists prior 
to medical history and prior to public relations; it begins in the lab reports, 
which suggests that the full explanation lies within the scientist’s mindset: 
a kind of cognitive dance by which the pain of the animal other could be 
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hidden even from the self. What is most intriguing about the absence of 
the actual guinea pigs is the way in which this absence is paralleled by the 
remarkable presence of the metaphorical guinea pig. Invisibility is cloaked 
by visibility. The guinea pig has come to be the animal most identified 
with experimental medicine. Even today, when the guinea pig itself has 
been largely replaced by other species in the laboratory, we still use the 
term “guinea pig” as shorthand for our own sense of vulnerability before 
the forces of medicine and science. The power of the metaphorical guinea 
pig hides the absence of the material and historical one.
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