
 

Bad Bugs Bookclub Reading Guide: Toxin by Robin Cook 

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. 

Our bookclub comprises both microbiologists and members of the general public. We felt 

that this would encourage some discussion on the science – accuracy, impact etc – as well 

as about the book.   

Published in 1998, ‘Toxin’ tells a story of negligence in the beef industry resulting in the 

death from 0157 of a cardiac surgeon’s daughter, and his pursuit of the wrongdoers. 

When the book was written, E.coli O157 was an emerging pathogen, and the story 

highlighted perceived horrors of the transmission of the infection, and of its symptoms. The 

author specialises in medical dramas – other publications include ‘Coma’ and ‘Contagion’. 

The book changes from narrative of the pathogenesis of E.coli O157 infection to a thriller 

with hired killers, via some graphic descriptions of slaughterhouses and lots of public 

information and political issues regarding the need for the interests of meat industry and 

public health to be independent of one another.  

The subject of the book is inevitably dated; it was written when E.coli O157 was an emerging 

pathogen, and the infection, including haemolytic uraemic syndrome (HUS) was relatively 

new. The novel provides plenty of data concerning incidence of infections at that time. 

Reading this book could stimulate discussion on the food processing industry, food-borne 

illness, emerging diseases, the representation of infectious disease in the media, and there 

is plenty of opportunity for exploration of the importance of E.coli (in a scientifically interested 

group). 

Questions: 

Did you like the book? 

Did you enjoy the development of the plot? 

How did you feel about the slaughterhouse descriptions? Do you think they were/are 

representative? 

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


How interesting is this to a non-microbiology readership? Is there too much scientific jargon, 

or is it useful science? 

Did you like the characters? 

Many political issues were touched upon. Do you think the issues addressed were well 

explained? 

Were the examples given of O157 outbreaks real? What other outbreaks are you aware of? 

Are there other types of E.coli that cause foodborne illness?  

How did O157 get into that particular burger? 

What other foodborne infections are mentioned in the novel? 

Can the novel be used in microbiology education/science literacy? 

Did the novel flag a concern of that time? Were there consequences to the publication of the 

novel? Is there any underlying principle that can be taken from the story that is not dated? 

 

Extension questions focusing on the microbiology could include: 

E.coli )157 has been designated an ‘emerging disease’. What other diseases could also be 

called ‘emerging’ (new since the 1970s) 

How realistic do you think the journey of the infecting E.coli O157 was? 

What are the symptoms of E.coli O157 infection in cattle? 

What are the symptoms of E.coli O157 infection in humans? 

How realistic were the symptoms described in the child? 

What is the current treatment for E.coli O157 infection? 

How good is the microbiology? 

How dated is the story? 
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