
Bad Bugs Book Club Meeting Report I: The Hot Zone, by Richard Preston

The aim of the Bad Bugs Book Club is to get people interested in science, 
specifically microbiology, by reading books (novels) in which infectious disease 
forms some part of the story. We also try to associate books, where possible, with 
some other activity or event, to widen interest, and to broaden impact. 

We have established a fairly fluid membership of our bookclub through our website 
In The Loop (www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop), but we hope to encourage others 
to join, to set up their own bookclub, suggest books and accompanying activities to 
us, and give feedback about the books that they have read, using our website as the 
focus for communication.

The Hot Zone is described on its jacket as ‘one of the most terrifying books I’ve ever 
read’ (Arthur C Clarke). It describes the author’s search for the story of the 
emergence of Ebola virus, and the story itself, through his interviews with key 
players. It includes several graphic descriptions of symptoms, and some detailed 
scientific narratives. 

We coupled the book club reading event with a prior screening of the film ‘Outbreak’, 
starring Dustin Hoffman. The film depicts the emergence of Ebola in scenarios 
comparable to the book, although occasionally using rather more artistic license in 
some of the scientific aspects. The film screening took place in the Mammal Hall (for 
reasons that became apparent during screening) of the Manchester Museum, and 
was advertised to the general public via the Manchester Beacon for Public 
Engagement. The film was preceded and followed by some facilitated discussion 
regarding emerging diseases and their spread (influenza!), and ways of capturing 
public interest in microbiology. The bookclub comprised some of the members of this 
audience, thus enabling comparison to be made between the film and the book.

Both the bookclub meeting and the screening were sponsored by the Society for 
Applied Microbiology (Sfam), to whom we are most grateful. The Beacon also helped 
us to organise the event.The film was screened during National Science Week 
(March 2009), and the bookclub meeting took place the following July, to co-incide 
with Sfam’s summer conference on Zoonotic diseases.

http://www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop


Questions that were used to stimulate discussion at the bookclub meeting are 
provided on a separate document.

Points raised at our meeting:

Some of the bookclub members had consulted the internet to obtain more 
information on the book, film, or actual events. The book was extremely 
popular when it was published, sparking a bidding war amongst major 
f i lm producers. 

There was some discussion about the accuracy of the science (in the book it is pretty 
accurate and very detailed; in the film there is some fuzziness about how quickly a 
serum/vaccine can actually be produced) Mention of ELISA in the film was explained 
by scientists in the club (a commonly used immunological test). The book presented 
more human interest, and was able to better convey the horror of the infection. There 
was obvious relevance to epidemics happening today, emerging disease, social 
impact of disease etc.

The scientists in the group found the book much more credible in terms 
of the scientif ic content than the fi lm. One participant had originally 
turned off the movie because he was frustrated by the lack of credible 
scientif ic content. However he enjoyed the fi lm at the second time of 
watching because he became more interested in the human story at the 
centre of the narrative.

Participants started a discussion about the 2009 swine flu outbreak – 
and how it compared to what was happening in the fi lm / book, with 
non-scientists asking the scientists questions related to the swine flu 
outbreak. The non-scientists were interested in susceptibi l i ty,  the 
symptoms, vulnerabil i ty of different population groups etc. 

Participants l iked the visual short-cuts that a movie format can give an 
audience, such as the use of biohazard suits and entry protocols. 
These visual cues are particularly effective when the science fact 
meets up with the science fiction, and are a useful way of engaging a 
younger audience in science.

Books can contextualise disease but to communicate science to a wide 
audience there needs to be a strong narrative running throughout the 
dramatic content, but the balance between the communication of “real” 
science and the art of story- tel l ing needs to be met. There is l i tt le point 
in making science popular i f the science becomes inaccurate.

The scientists in the group described their own motivations for 
becoming scientists in the first place. 

Group members discussed the modern world, globalisation and its l inks 
to microbiology – they had noted that the fi lm and the book show 



human travel as a vehicle for spreading pandemics and disease. There 
was a discussion about the modern world – advances in medical 
technology versus a society where everybody is constantly together on 
fl ights, in buses, on boats, in cit ies etc.

Overarching themes that came up during the discussion included:   

The effects of disease on the human body.

Globalisation and spread of airborne disease in the modern world.

Disease as nature’s natural defence (for the rainforests etc.)

Humans versus micro-organisms – should humans be trying to “master”  
micro-organisms or are they playing “God” with areas they should leave 
well alone?

Fiction as a useful way of communicating science

The depiction of disease in the book versus the fi lm
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