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Rhetorical Strategies Unique to High Tech Pharmaceutical Industries

Clearly, high tech pharmaceutical companies such as Merck have a wide range of rhetorical strategies within their repertoire that distinguishes them from other organizational rhetors.  This is largely due to the fact that high tech giants such as Merck can put on the cloak of scientific objectivity and the superior rhetorical ethos that springs forth from such a relationship.

The conflation of science with a number of political, economic, and social interests has been acknowledged by several rhetorical scholars.  Gross, for example hints at some harrowing consequences associated with the intermingling of the ideals of science with for profit organizations:
It was the paradoxical promise of early science that it would benefit society best when wholly insulated from larger social concerns… Justification [of this ideological tenet] is especially difficult when science converts its exceptional prestige into a political tool to protect its special interests, perhaps at the expense of the general interest (14).

And as Lessl remarks, one of the reasons for the greater interaction of science and business is the increasing reliance of the scientific establishment on big business in order to remain economically viable:
By the middle of the nineteenth century scientific growth could no longer be sustained by the efforts of isolated amateurs, gentlemen scientists – and often clergy – who dabbled in experimentation and anatomical study at their own expense.  Science had outgrown this cradle.  It needed the wealth and ideological support of institutions that were specifically tailored to meet the needs of organized laboratory research.  This mean universities that were allied with the interests of industry and secular governments (The Galileo Legend as Scientific Folklore 163).

As a result of the increasing juxtaposition of science with business, suddenly huge pharmaceutical giants such as Merck could make powerful arguments based on authority to speak to their legitimacy.  The rhetorical scholar Richard Weaver explains the effectiveness of these types of appeals with the following comments:
If a proposition is backed by some weighty authority, like the Bible, or can be associated with a great name, people may be expected to respond to it in accordance with the veneration they have for these sources.  In this way evidence coming from the outside is used to influence attitudes of conduct (qtd. In Bizzell & Herzberg 1354).
It does not seem implausible to argue that in the wake of the ‘enlightenment project’ the new Bible is the autonomous, objective and rigorous tenets of the scientific establishment.  In his work, The Ethics of Rhetoric, Weaver discusses the notion of ‘ultimate’ or ‘charismatic’ terms and their application in to contemporary society.  In his discussion, he makes a distinction between those terms in which society gives their ascent and the terms in which the cultural milieu will generally find repulsive.  The former he labels a ‘God term’ and the latter he names a ‘devil term.’  A ‘God term,’ says Weaver, is an “expression about which all other expressions are ranked as subordinate and serving dominations and powers” (212).  He argues that in contemporary society, many of the ‘God terms’ are derived from a scientific worldview.  Conceived during the Renaissance and intensified during the Enlightenment, people started to look for ‘objective verification’ before agreeing with a conclusion.  Before the renaissance, “the type of conclusion that men felt obligated to accept came either through divine revelation, or through dialectic, which obeys logical law” (Weaver 214).  Drawing our attention back to pharmaceutical industries, there are frequent clashes between the commonly accepted mode to address a host of physical ailments and a myriad of other more non traditional and sometimes religious approaches to sickness.  If Weaver is right, clearly companies such as Merck would have the rhetorical advantage in such debates.  Lessl uses the metaphor of the ‘priest’ to make a distinction between rhetors who are one step above the fray with those who are embedded in it:
The voice of the priest, being in some sense extra-human, always originates within a certain elite substratum of society and represents a reality that the audience can only superficially hope to approach.  The priest gives voice to whatever a particular community regards as the wholly real, whether that is constituted by nature of supernature, God or nothingness.  Whereas we think of the bard as one submerged in the culture of his or her audience, the priest mediates a configuration of symbols and a conception of reality that for the most general audience is at once both near and remote (The Priestly Voice 183).  

So based on the foregoing survey from some of the literature on the rhetoric of science, pharmaceutical industries are indeed allied with and benefit from the authority of the scientific establishment.  Furthermore, because science is often equated with the God term of ‘progress’ companies such as Merck which sell new ‘super drugs’ such as Vioxx that were seemingly invented and developed through the rigorous application of scientific principals are seen as progressive and other ‘older generation drugs’ such as Naproxen can be seen as regressive.  Again we must turn to Lessl who firmly connects science with progress and how this connection can be employed by the scientific establishment as a type of rhetoric of identification:
The scientific culture embraces an ideology of progress that has its roots in positivist vision of history similar to the one popularized by Auguste Comte in the nineteenth century.  Scientists reaffirm an already familiar identification between science and the values that science’s host culture attaches to modernity – progress, change, novelty and intellectual freedom (The Galileo Legend as Scientific Folklore 149; 151).  

So in summary, the ‘direct to consumer’ rhetorical appeal of progression would have been a potent one indeed.  The notion that a host of individuals suffering from chronic pain could alleviate their discomfort without having to worry about the consequences attached to this relief such as stomach upset and other G.I. problems would have clearly been seen as progressive and hence rhetorically compelling.  
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