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“THE DATA SUGGEST”
Writing in the Sciences
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CHarLEs DARWIN DEScRIBED On the Origin of Species as
“one long argument.” In Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief
World Systems, Galileo Galilei cast his argument for a sun-

centered solar system as a series of conversations. As these -

historical examples show, scientific writing is fundamentally
argumentative. Like all academic writers, scientists make and
defend claims. They address disagreements and explore unan-
swered questions. They propose novel mechanisms and new
theories. And they advance certain explanations and reject
others. Though their vocabulary may be more technical and
their emphasis more numerical, science writers use the same

CHRISTOPHER GILLEN is a professor of biology at Kenyon College. He
teaches corﬁparative animal physiology, integrative animal biology,
and biology of exercise as well as introductory lecture and lab classes
in biology. One focus of his teaching is helping students critically read

primary research articles.
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rhetorical moves as other academic writers. Consider the fol-

lowing example from a 2006 book about the laws of physics.

The common refrain that is heard in elementary discussions of
quantum mechanics is that a physical object is in some sense both
a wave and a particle, with its wave nature apparent when you
measure 4 wave property such as wavelength, and its particle nature
apparent when you measure a particle property such as position.
But this is, at best, misleading and, at worst, wrong.

V. ]. StenGER, The Comprehensible Cosmos, 2006

The “they say / I say” structure of this passage is unmistakable:
They say that objects have properties of both waves and par-
ticles; I say they are wrong. This example is not a lonely
argumentative passage cherry-picked from am otherwise nonar-
gumentative text. Rather, Stenger’s entire book makes the argu-
ment that is foreshadowed by its title, The Comprehensible
Cosmos: that although some might see the universe as hope-
lessly complex, it is essentially understandable.

Here’s another argumentative passage, this one from a
2001 research article abouit the role of lactic acid in muscle fatigue:

In contrast to the often suggested role for acidosis as a cause of

muscle fatigue, it is shown that in muscles where force was

depressed by high [K*],,, acidification by lactic acid produced a pro-
nounced recovery of force.

O. B. NietseN, F. pE Paot1, anp K. OVERGAARD,

“Protective Effects of Lactic Acid on Force Production in

Rat Skeletal Muscle,” The Journal of Physiology, 2001

In other words: Many scientists think that lactic acid causes
muscle fatigue, but our evidence shows that it actually
promotes recovetry. Notice that the authors frame their claim
with a version of the “they say / I say” formula: Although
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