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SERTES EDITOR™S FOREWORD

The Issues in Cultural and Media Studies series aims to facilitate a diverse
range of critical investigations into pressing questions considered to be cen-
tral to current thinking and research. In light of the remarkable speed at
which the conceptual agendas of cultural and media studies are changing,
the authors are committed to contributing to what is an ongoing process of
re-evaluation and critique. Each of the books is intended to provide a lively,
innovative and comprehensive introduction to a specific topical issue from a
fresh perspective. The reader is offered a thorough grounding in the most
salient debates indicative of the book’s subject, as well as important insights
into how new modes of enquiry may be established for future explorations.
Taken as a whole, then, the series is designed to cover the core components
of cultural and media studies courses in an imaginatively distinctive and
engaging manner.

Stuart Allan
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INTRODUCTION: MEDIA,
RISK AND SCIENCE

Most voters are frankly mere info-peasants, scientific illiterates, vacant idiots at
the mercy of glossy corporate-science propaganda and newspaper hysterias.
They are told a ‘government scientist’ is an authority, whether he’s spent his life
on earthworms or planets. They don’t ask about peer-group review. They don’t
even have a clear notion of scientific proof, or the simple big discoveries that
lead to the front-page stories that shock them.

(Andrew Marr, journalist)

The world of science, judging from some media portrayals, is a world of
white-coated boffins peering through microscopes, laboratory benches with
bubbling flasks set above flickering Bunsen burners, and racks of test tubes
and petri dishes emitting strange aromas. It is an insular world, cut off from
the real world outside the laboratory window. The media tell us that this
world of science is mind-numbingly boring and mundane in the repetition of
its daily routines. Except, that is, for those rare moments when with a terri-
fyingly abrupt flash of insight (in the time it takes to, say, split an atom) the
very future of humankind might suddenly appear to be hanging in the
balance. If in the wrong hands science can be used to evil ends, in the right
hands it is proclaimed to be our salvation. Scientists themselves tend to be
represented as being decent, high-minded citizens tirelessly committed to the
eternal pursuit of truth on behalf of their society. This endeavour, it follows,
is a cornerstone of modern democracy, helping to make the world an
organized, ordered system. Still, we are warned, there are exceptions. Lurk-
ing among their ranks are those intent on exploiting scientific knowledge for
ominous purposes. These scientists, having been corrupted by greed or
driven mad by a lust for power, are dangerously out of control.

The world of the media, at least according to statements sometimes made
by scientists, is a superficial world driven by a frenzied obsession with enter-
tainment over information, and with it style over substance. This is a world
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of smoke and mirrors, where nothing is as it seems, and where talk of
ratings, target audiences and financial profits all but silences the voices of
scientific truth. Journalists struggling to report on a scientific development,
no matter how well intentioned they may be, will more often than not
succumb to the forces of sensationalism to make their news account attract
the public’s wandering eye. If it bleeds, it leads. By the same logic, scientific
facts must not be allowed to get in the way of a good story. Across the media,
in-depth discussions and debates about scientific inquiries are up against,
and losing out to, talking dinosaurs befriending humans, magicians happily
breaking the laws of physics, mystics foretelling lottery results in their
crystal balls, and horoscopes revealing people’s fate and fortune as dictated
by the stars. For some scientists, this recurrent misrepresentation of the
scientific world by certain members of the media is more than just scandal-
ous, it is contrary to the fundamental values and interests of democracy
itself. The media’s failure to give science the respect it deserves, they warn,
will have dire consequences for the future.

It goes without saying, of course, that these two ‘worlds’ are being deliber-
ately sketched here with broad and colourful brushstrokes. My intention in
doing so is to highlight how the often subtle boundaries demarcating what
counts as ‘science’ in a modern society need to be situated in relation to
the kinds of images one typically encounters in the media. More to the point,
it seems to me vital that the contested limits of these boundaries be
acknowledged from an array of different vantage points from across the
science-media nexus. Precisely what science is, and what it is not, is
anything but straightforward, as even a cursory glance at, say, a daily news-
paper item about ‘mad cow disease’ or a television documentary about
global warming will immediately make apparent. Some might argue that
science, like beauty, is very much in the eye of the beholder. In any case, to
think of science and the media as separate worlds in constant collision with
one another may be advantageous in some ways, not least with regard to
identifying key sources of tension in public debates, but should not be under-
stood too literally. Much more appropriate, in my view, is a critical engage-
ment with scientific and media discourses that accounts for the complex
ways in which they each strive to engender certain preferred ways of talking
about the nature of reality. Such an approach recognizes that the extent to
which their respective truth-claims converge or, just as importantly, are
made to diverge from one another, will have a profound impact on our sense
of the world around us.

The line of inquiry I want to pursue in this book takes as its point of
departure the thesis that efforts to discern what constitutes science must
necessarily address the salience of media representations. As will be shown,
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ongoing debates about the ways in which the news and entertainment media
represent scientific issues, and how their audiences are influenced as a result,
are being constantly extended and enriched by new research from a wide
array of disciplinary positions. It needs to be acknowledged here at the
outset, however, that taken as a whole this research is still in a fairly rudi-
mentary stage of conceptual and methodological development. Indeed, as
Cooter and Pumfrey (1994) point out, surprisingly little has been written on
science in popular culture over the years:

Still shrouded in obscurity are the effects of even the most obvious
mechanisms for the transmission of scientific knowledge and culture:
the popular press, radio and television, to say nothing of science texts,
museums, school curricula, and the overtly propagandist productions
of the science lobby itself. From coffee houses to comic books and
chemistry sets, from pulpits to pubs and picture palaces, from amateur
clubs to advertising companies, from Science Parks to Jurassic Park, our
ignorance both of the low drama and the high art of science’s diffusion
and modes of popular production and reproduction is staggering.
(Cooter and Pumfrey 1994: 237)

Despite the relatively inchoate nature of research in this area, though,
Cooter and Pumfrey are able to point to a number of significant recent
developments, not least what they regard as a promising trend towards
examining science as culturally situated. Both weak formulations (‘science
in culture’) and stronger ones (‘science as culture’) share a recognition of
‘how the shape and success of the sciences’ are embedded in a complex array
of social relations. These social relations link different scientific communi-
ties, in turn, with ‘various allies, audiences, publics, consumers and repro-
ducers; with powerful élites who bestow legitimacy and material support;
and also with “lower” social groups whose willingness (or resistance) to
engage with science is an equally important determinant of scientific culture’
(Cooter and Pumfrey 1994: 240). It is the latter type of social relations, as
Cooter and Pumfrey observe, that is frequently addressed by researchers as
a matter of ‘popularizing’ science with the public.

Science and the public

Impassioned debates over how best to ‘popularize’ science are hardly new,
and yet there appears to be a growing sense of urgency on the part of those
who seek to speak on behalf of scientific inquiry today. Scientists themselves,
as Dunbar (1995) points out, have seldom stopped for very long to query



