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Why Study the Rhetorical 
Construction of the Cultural 
Position of Science?

Wayne Booth:
about most of the issues that we care about, hard 
science can teach us nothing, but that does no[t] mean 
that when science fails what is left is irrationality. What 
is left are a broad range of more or less rational 
arguments, to be tested not in the laboratory but in the 
courts of reasonable discussion...                    
       --"Science and ‘The Demon-Haunted World’: 
          An Exchange"



Why Study the Rhetorical 
Construction of the Cultural 
Position of Science?

If we want to engage the practitioners and 
representatives of science to participate in "courts of 
reasonable discussion," we need to understand their 
position in the culture, relative to the courts of 
reasonable discussion.

See also:  Bruno Latour, Pandora's Hope



Why Study the Rhetorical 
Construction of the Cultural 
Position of Science?

The cultural authority and value ascribed to 
science (as a practice and as a body of 
knowledge) is the product of epideictic 
rhetoric 

...in the case examined in this paper, in 
graphic literature or comic books.  



Cultural Status of Science 

We behave, already, as if scientific expertise 
were valueless, neutral, and so worthy of a 
special epistemic and deliberative position.

The inculcation of this belief that science is 
valueless is a function of epideictic rhetoric. 



Cultural Status of Science 

Jeanne Fahnestock classifies scientific reports as 
forensic rhetoric, “concerned with establishing the 
validity of the observations they report,” and 
popularizations of those reports as epideictic, for “their 
main purpose is to celebrate rather than validate.” 

Fahnestock identifies two epideictic appeals at work in 
"accommodations" of science,  wonder and 
application. 

--“Accommodating Science: The Rhetorical 
Life           of Scientific Facts”



Why study viruses?

"Despite the growing prominence of infective matters, however, 
scholars in communication and rhetoric have yet to contribute 
to the understanding of germ discourses with the same level of 
engagement as their colleagues in English, history, political 
science and security studies. Yet rhetorical critics are well 
positioned to provide much-needed inquiry into the persuasive 
power of pathogens." 

        --Lisa Keranen, "Addressing the Epidemic of 
           Epidemics: Germs, Security, and a Call for
           Biocriticsm"



World of Viruses



World of Viruses

University of Nebraska-Lincoln hosts The World of 
Viruses.  

A team of biologists, museum professionals, 
cognitive scientists, educational psychologists, 
professional science writers, artists, fiction writers 
and new media specialists have created an outreach 
program for educating children about the “world of 
viruses.” 

http://www.worldofviruses.unl.edu/ 



The World of Viruses Constructs 
and Reconstructs Cultural Value of 
Science
The World of Viruses is designed 
●to teach scientific knowledge, 
● to introduce scientific practice, and 
●to induce lifelong learning.

"The challenge for World of Viruses is to 
engage the public with the ubiquitous yet 
mysterious virus, taking them from confusion 
and misconception to curiosity and inquiry."



The World of Viruses Constructs 
and Reconstructs Cultural Value of 
Science

As a result, it is a model case for the 
study of the construction of value 
structures in the popularization of science 



The World of Viruses
Why Viruses?
●Timely and Relevant
●Potential to improve lives
●Potential to cultivate lifelong learning
●Serves as springboard to discuss 

innovations and new research in science

Carl Zimmer on choosing viruses: 
● "Viruses are fascinating and 

counterintuitive...[They] are important to 
both human health and the planet's 
ecosystem."



Why Comics?

Judy Diamond on the comic medium:
● "They have their own language and style.  

We're trying to take advantage of what makes a 
comic interesting: stories within stories -- 
changes of perspective in time and space. You 
can go from outer space to a virus in two 
frames."

●The comics (and other media) have the 
potential to engage library audiences in 
scientific ideas they might not encounter 
elsewhere.



World of Viruses

The World of Viruses 
includes 
●videos games, 
●webtexts, 
●science essays and 



World of Viruses

The World of Viruses includes 
●radio,
●podcasts,
●comic books (available in both print and 

iPad/iPhone versions).  



The Comics of World of Viruses

Each comic book is split into two parts: 
●a colorful comic illustrated by professional 

comic book artists and 

●an essay by Carl Zimmer, an award-winning 
science writer for The New York Times.



The Comics of World of Viruses

World of Viruses comics use "appeal to wonder" to 
construct:

1. Amazement at the diversity of the natural world
2. Awe for the discoveries of science



The comics 
follow the 
conventions of 
comic books: 
● font, 
●text 

overlays, 
●heroes, 
●battles, 
●conflict



Appeal to 
Wonder:

Viruses as 
Heroes





Appeal to 
Wonder:

Mysteries of 
the Natural 

World



Science as 
only one way 
of knowing



Viruses 
Personified



On Viruses as Protagonists:

"Through personifying viruses 
as protagonists... Diamond 
hopes to show that they are not 
just particles that make us 
sick. 

Readers... understand the 
infection process from the 
virus’s perspective. These 
comics... build the ‘scaffolding’ 
of knowledge that might mean 
a young person... will, later in 
their lives, continue engaging 
with virology topics."



Viruses and 
Outer-Space 
Adventure



The Science Writing of World of 
Viruses
Carl Zimmer's essays uses 
"appeal to wonder" to 
construct: 

1. Viruses as fascinating 
and counterintuitive, 
productive and 
destructive

2. Scientists and the 
process of science as a 
creative, ongoing 
endeavor.



The Structure of the Science 
Writing
Each of Zimmer’s essays:
● introduces the virus as a scientific artefact, via a 

discovery narrative.  
●offers a history of the virus, including where and 

when it was discovered and important outbreaks.  
●describes how the virus propagates itself. 
●describes the scientific understanding, including 

○how scientists identify its source and transmission, 
○whether scientists have arrived at a cure or means 

of prevention, and 
○what questions continue to vex science.  



The Wonder of Viruses in 
Zimmer's Science Writing
In Zimmer's essays, we wonder at the ubiquity of viruses.

"On average, each person had 174 species of viruses in the lungs. 
But only 10 percent of those bore any close kinship to any virus 
ever found before" (3).

"Scientists came to agree that there are somewhere in the 
neighborhood of 1,000,000,000,000,000,000, 000,000,000,000 
viruses in the ocean" (42).  

"By one rough calculation, 10 percent of all the photosynthesis on 
Earth is carried out with virus genes.  Breathe ten times, and one of 
those breathes comes to you courtesy of a virus" (45).



The Wonder of Viruses in 
Zimmer's Science Writing
We wonder at the destructive power of viruses.

"In 1928, a particularly virulent outbreak of the flu killed an 
estimated fifty million people" (15). 

"Cervical cancer kills over 270,000 women every year, making it the 
third leading cause of death in women" (25).

"During the 1980s [HIV] finally exploded, and since then it has 
infected sixty million people. It has killed nearly half of them" (56).

"The Ebola virus is just too good at making people sick, and so it 
kills its victims faster than it can find new ones" (77).



The Wonder of Viruses in 
Zimmer's Science Writing
In Zimmer's essays, we wonder at the productive power 
of viruses.

"Perhaps we should not think of colds as ancient enemies but as 
wise old tutors" (13).

"Taking phages [viruses that kill bacteria], caused a 3.8-fold 
decrease in the child's chance of getting dysentery" (37).

"Thanks to gene borrowing, viruses may also be directly 
responsible for a lot of the world's oxygen" (45). 



The Wonder of Viruses in 
Zimmer's Science Writing
In Zimmer's essays, we wonder at the challenges 
faced by scientists.

●Discovering ubiquity of viruses on Earth
●Understanding virus replication
●Sequencing of virus genes
●Developing HPV vaccine
●Eliminating small pox
●Discovering and understanding phages and 

endogenous retrtroviruses



The Wonder of Viruses in 
Zimmer's Science Writing
In Zimmer's essays, we wonder at the challenges 
facing scientists.

●Making phages viable replacements for some 
antibiotics.

●Creating HPV vaccines that target more strains 
of the virus.

●Preparing for new strains of flu virus
●Controlling the spread of West Nile virus
●Predicting the next virus outbreak...SARS, 

Ebola...



The Wonder of Viruses in 
Zimmer's Science Writing
In Zimmer's essays, we wonder at the history and 
process of science.

●The role of electron microscopes in ending the 
controversy over the existence of phages.

●The 3,500 year old history of rhinoviruses
●The recent (1986) discovery of an ocean of 

viruses
●The very definition of life: Are viruses living 

organisms?



Conclusions

Science in the World of Viruses project:

●Addresses the unknown
●Addresses the wondrous

...it does so as a limited, human enterprise in 
the comics.
...it does so within a more traditional epideictic 
frame in the science-writing, reaffirming the special 
work of scientists.



Conclusions
The converging media in the World of 
Viruses project offer partially contradictory 
messages about the cultural value of 
science.

Science in the World of Viruses project is 
is not yet ready to join the "courts of 
reasonable discussion."

More work on the various converging 
media is ahead.


