




















48 Social Construction in Two Biologists” Proposals

recognize it, so Crews changes low temperature dormancy to hibernation.
A reader criticizes Crews’s use of the term therapy, which implies he is
doing the lizard a favor with these injections of hormones; Crews
substitutes the more neutral term treatment. Both authors are cautious
with neologisms, so Bloch, having apparently coined the term foward
complementarity, changes it to reverse complementarity when a reviewer
is confused. Both authors correct, with the help of their readers, dan-
gling participles, faulty parallelism, and the like, though neither they
nor their readers would identify these errors by these names.

The important studies of funding decisions by Cole, Cole, and
Rubin (see note 1, earlier) take the applicant’s relation to the disci-
pline, the status in the research community, as given, as already
determined by institution, publications, citations, and previous fund-
ing. And the writer cannot do much, in writing a proposal, to change
these facts, the most powerful arguments for his or her competence.
But the tone of aimost every sentence of a proposal can be revised to
show that one is cautiously but competently scientific. Often, because
of the contradictions of self-assertion in scientific prose, the most
effective means of defining one’s place is understatement, toning
down, not one’s claims for one’s research, but one’s language. In an
earlier draft Crews questioned the received idea that “courtship behav-
ior . . . is dependent on androgens”; later he rephrases this idea as,
“courtship behavior . . . might depend on androgens.” He must be
particularly careful about claims of priority. He changes “the implica-
tions of this observation have been unappreciated” (which suggests
that he was the first to grasp these implications) to “ . . . have not
been fully appreciated” (which only suggests that there is more to say
about them). Asked about this change, he says that the assertion of
“total originality” is “sure death” with the review committee. One of
the ways he defines his place in the community is by his choice of
research animal, so he must be extremely cautious on anything relat-
ing to this choice, even in apparently innocent comments on lizards.
He changes the phrase “More is known about the green anole lizard
than about any other reptile,” which could only tempt fans of other
species to object, to “A great deal is known. . . .” He must be espe-
cially cautious in using the findings of other fields outside his area of
research, for instance, those of clinical research on humans. He adds
the cautious note to the statement that “sexual experience appears to
be the most important factor” in human sexual function, because he
thinks a more definite statement, though supported by his reading,
“could have gotten nailed.”

Bloch also strengthens his argument by backing off from his claims,
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in ways that are more interesting rhetorically than scientifically. One
ratio is followed, in the first version, by “We proposed that. . . .” The
ratio was questioned by some reviewers of the article; the explanation
of it in a later version begins, “One interpretation would be that. . . .”
One of his bolder objectives in the first proposal was to “determine, if
teasible, the rates of evolutionary divergence and . . . approximate
time of synthesis.” But this was criticized by a panel member as a
“notoriously difficult” project. The later version says, more cau-
tiously, that he would “use the reconstruction as a guide in studying
the early evolution of the coding mechanism,” and he refers to “the
distant goal of reconstruction.” In general, later versions present the
interpretation suggested by his model as one hypothesis among sev-
eral others.

The revisions do not, however, show that the meek shall inherit
the grants. As both authors temper their claims, they also assert their
authority in their specific areas of research and point to their previous
accomplishments. Often this change means just a shift from passive
to active voice. Crews changes “mechanisms are revealed” to “I have
been able to reveal,” and “New light will be shed. . . .” to “I will shed
new light.” Similarly, Bloch adds paragraphs on data gathered “using
a program written in this laboratory.” He changes “the finding of
increased numbers of homologies” to “our finding, in nearly half the
searches. . . .” This change emphasizes the success of the project so
far and emphasizes what his own lab has contributed, even though it
has not been funded to do its own sequencing (the experimental
determination of the order of bases on the nucleic acid). As part of this
self-assertion the writers sometimes go out on a limb. Crews adds the
loaded phrase “I predict that . . .” before a claim, showing that his
hypothesis is, in Karl Popper’s term, falsifiable. Apparently this risky
language is expected at certain points; Bloch’s proposals are full of
such explicit predictions and are praised for being “testable.”

Perhaps the most powerful component of self-presentation is the
tone of the proposal, the persona the author creates in stylistic
choices. Tone is not easily traced in textual terms, but clearly both
authors are concerned with sounding scientific as well as being scien-
tific. For example, Crews explains a change from “highlighted” to
“shed new light on,” which was mystifying to me, by saying that the
first expression was “too catchy—sounds unscientific.” Bloch makes a
change in tone when he refers to the object of his search as “an early
precursor to both molecules,” tRNA and rRNA, rather than as a “pri-
mordial molecule,” a formulation he had used earlier which suggests
more strongly his concern with the origin of things. Interestingly,












































