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Kairos in the Rhetoric of Science

Carolyn R. Miller

If there is a canonical text in this still-early period of the rhetorical criticism
of science, it is the 1953 Nature paper in which James D. Watson and Francis
H. C. Crick proposed the double-helix structure for DNA. The founding text of
molecular biology, it has been much commented on by scientists themselves and
has already been subjected to rhetorical analysis no fewer than four times: by
Charles Bazerman, Alan G. Gross, S. Michael Halloran, and Lawrence J. Prelli.'
Bazerman's study is a close textual reading with careful attention to the effects
of language; Halloran and Prelli both use the categories of classical rhetoric, such
as stases, topoi, and ethos; and Gross’s brief discussion examines the persuasive
effects of the basic descriptive strategies used. To varying extents, all four critics
also take explicit notice of the historical and scientific background of the paper,
recounting for their readers the situational context—the competition with Linus
Pauling, the difficult relationship with the London lab of Maurice Wilkins and
Rosalind Franklin, the excitement and haste with which the paper itself was
prepared.

Understanding the relationship between historical context and particular char-
acteristics of discourse is essential to a specifically rhetorical interpretation of a
scientific or any other text. This claim is an argument for the centrality of kairos
to rhetoric. As the principle of timing or opportunity in rhetoric, kairos calls
attention to the nature of discourse as event rather than object; it shows us how
discourse is related to a historical moment it alerts us to the constantly changing
quality of appropriateness. As James Kinneavy has pointed out, kairos was
important in both Sophistic and Platonic rhetoric but has been neglected in the
contemporary revival of classical rhetoric. In bringing kairos to our attention,
Kinneavy notes that current rhetoric has a close analogue to it in the concept of
“situational context,” which is important in many contemporary fields of inquiry;
still, he says, “rhetoric desperately needs the notion of kairos” (“Kairos” 83).

The relevance of kairos to the rhetoric of science can be suggested by a further
look at Halloran’s discussion. He compares Watson and Crick’s paper with one
published by Oswald Avery and two colleagues in 1944, nine years earlier, a
paper that identified DNA as the “active principle” in the genetic transformation
of bacteria and is now understood as the first demonstration that DNA is the
genetic substance.” Avery’s paper, however, did not significantly influence re-
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searchers in genetics at the time (Wyatt). Halloran attributes this failure in part
to its style: dense, painstaking, depersonalized, characterized by the ethos of “a
cautious skeptic who is forced somewhat unwillingly to certain conclusions” (77).
He calls the paper as a whole “rhetorically weak” (82 n. 15).

But there is another way to understand both the reception of Avery's paper
and its rhetorical features, an understanding that has to do with kairos. Gunther
Stent, a molecular biologist and historian of molecular biology, has called Avery’s
work “premature,” noting that “geneticists did not seem to be able to do much
with it or build on it. That is, in its day Avery’s discovery had virtually no effect
on the general discourse of genetics.” Stent defines as “premature” a discovery
whose “implications cannot be connected by a series of simple logical steps to
canonical, or generally accepted [scientific] knowledge” (“Prematurity” 84).° The
canonical knowledge was that genes had to be proteins (Judson 30, 36) and that
DNA was a “stupid molecule” (qtd. in Judson 59), that is, one whose structure
was so simple that it couldn’t carry genetic information. According to Horace
Freeland Judson’s history, the resistance to hypotheses other than protein was
particularly strong at the Rockefeller Institute, where Avery was working (40).*
In addition, it was widely assumed that bacteria were a special biological case
from which it would be rash to generalize to other forms of life (Wyatt 87).
Avery’s style of cautious skepticism seems, then, to be appropriate; it would not
have been opportune for him to press the implications of his discovery harder
(even though, according to Rollin D. Hotchkiss, Avery “was well aware of the
implications of DNA transforming agents for genetics and infection” [“Avery”
6]). Similarly, the coy® self-assurance of Watson and Crick can be seen as
opportune, rather than as sheerly idiosyncratic, as Halloran implies: they had just
won a public race, they were outsiders who weren’t even supposed to be running,
and the initial genetic significance of their structural discovery was indeed obvious
to knowledgeable observers and didn't need to be spelled out. In fact, the
assimilation of this work was so rapid that we might think of it as being quite the
opposite of premature: it was overdue.® Avery was working at one end of a nine-
year “revolution” in the understanding of genetic mechanism, Watson and Crick
at the other.” The kairos in each case was quite different.

This nine-year episode in the history of a scientific specialty illustrates the
way that rhetorical situations change in science. Science itself is often seen as a
program for change, the supreme engine of progress. Because kairos emphasizes
change, or the way one time is different from another, it seems to me that it might
be a particularly useful critical concept for exploring the rhetoric of science. This
essay will make that case first by examining how aspects of kairos apply to
science and then by developing more fully the ways in which recent thinking
about the enterprise of science is consistent with a rhetoric that features kairos,
using the cases of Avery and of Watson and Crick to illustrate the discussion.

ASPECTS OF KAIROS

Kairos is one of those ancient Greek terms that doesn’t translate simply to
contemporary English, and we can find at least two distinct aspects of its meaning,
two metaphors embedded in it, a temporal one and a spatial one, both of which

*311






