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2012 Winter Session (2012-2013 Academic Year) 
ENGL 309: Rhetoric of Science, Technology and Medicine (3 
credits) 
 
Instructor: Judy Segal 
Section: 001 
Term: 2 
 
Course Description: 
In the seventeenth century, Thomas Sprat, in his History of the Royal Society, wrote that the ideal of 
science was a language of “such primitive purity and shortness that men deliver’d so many things in 
almost an equal number of words.”  Scientific language today remains relatively unadorned, but we 
know its appearance of being indifferent to persuasion makes it uniquely persuasive.  Of what do the 
discourses of science and medicine persuade us? 
 
This course looks at questions of persuasion in contemporary science and medicine.  At the centre of 
the course is a series of questions about scientific and medical rhetoric—both internal (as professionals 
address each other) and external (as professionals, directly or indirectly, address the public). 
 
Given the prevalence of health topics in public discourse currently, we will be especially interested in 
the rhetoric of health and medicine. We will consider, for example, questions like these: “What is the 
process of classification by which some states/conditions become diseases and others do not?”, “What 
are the means, and what are the effects, of pharmaceutical advertising?”, “How has the Internet 
helped to shape the contemporary health subject?” and “How does public discourse on health affect 
the personal experience of illness?”  
 
Through our inquiry, we will specify how the rhetorical critic contributes to interdisciplinary Science and 
Medicine Studies. 
 
Note: English 309 is an introductory course; it requires no special preparation in rhetorical theory or in 
science and medicine. 
 
Required Texts: 
All course readings are either articles accessible online or book chapters/excerpts collected in a course-
materials packet. Here is a sampling of those readings: 

 Conrad, Peter and Valerie Leiter. “From Lydia Pinkham to Queen Levitra: Direct-to-
Consumer         Advertising and Medicalisation (2008) 

 Daston, Lorraine. “Objectivity and the Escape from Perspective.” (1999) 
 Elliott, Carl. Excerpt. White Coat, Black Hat: Adventures on the Dark Side of Medicine (2010) 
 Foucault, Michel. “The Crisis of Medicine or the Crisis of Antimedicine?” (2004) 
 Byron J. Good. “How Medicine Constructs Its Objects” (1994) 
 Kuhn, Thomas. Excerpt. The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962) 
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 Lingard, Lorelei, et al. “A Certain Art of Uncertainty: Case Presentation and the Development 
of Personal Identity” (2003) 

 Mukherjee, Siddhartha. “The Future of Antidepressents.” (2012) 
 Patterson, Ron. “Can We Mandate Compassion?” (2011) 
 Segal, Judy. “Internet Health and the 21st-Century Patient.” (2009) 
 Watters, Ethan. “The Rise of Anorexia in Hong Kong” (2010) 

Course Requirements: 

 Three 600-word reading-response essays - 15%, 20%, 20% 
 Final examination - 30% 
 Class participation (there will be in-class activities) - 15% 

 

 


