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Abstract

In the months following the unprecedentedly quick development and distribution of

COVID-19 vaccines worldwide, the British public expressed a high level of confidence in the

vaccines, while many in the US remained hesitant to get vaccinated.  Scholars cautioned officials

to be mindful in their communications about the vaccines, but few, if any, have analyzed

officials’ rhetorical responses to the vaccines in depth.  The research proposed here seeks to

better understand the divergent public reactions to the COVID vaccines in the US and UK that

began before the vaccines were approved for public use, taking into account community-specific

beliefs and expectations.  Specifically, it will examine the rhetoric of public officials in the US

and UK as the first COVID vaccines completed clinical trials.  Drawing from Jasanoff’s Civic

Epistemologies, it asks why public officials in similar nations would frame information about

vaccine development so differently, and how that framing could impact public perceptions of the

COVID vaccines.  After a deep reading of two press conferences discussing COVID vaccines,

one in the US and one in the UK, this paper determines that government officials still cater to the

diverging expectations of public demonstration and objectivity in the two countries that Jasanoff

defined in 2005, and proposes that the different framings of, and confidence in, the COVID

vaccines could be the result of these divergent expectations.
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Introduction

Following the spread of the COVID-19 virus across the world in February and March

2020, public health agencies, international organizations, and pharmaceutical companies

commenced efforts to accelerate the development of a vaccine for the virus. 1 Before the

COVID-19 pandemic, vaccine development took an average of 10-15 years to complete, but in

November 2020, two COVID-19 vaccines, Moderna and Pfizer, completed phase three clinical

trials with high efficacy rates.2 In early December, the US and UK approved the Pfizer vaccine

for public use, and as of May 12, 2021, fourteen COVID-19 vaccines were being administered

worldwide.3

As more vaccines become available, vaccine hesitancy, defined by the World Health

Organization as “delay in acceptance or refusal of vaccination despite availability of vaccination

services,” is a growing concern worldwide.4 Since the first vaccines completed clinical trials in

November, the UK has seen a steady increase in those willing to get vaccinated.   The percent of

those in the UK willing to receive the vaccine rose from 61% in November to 90% in May,

making the UK the most willing nation to receive the vaccine.  Meanwhile, the US has seen a

slower rise in vaccine acceptance, from 45% on November 14th to 65% on April 20th.5

5 Nature, “Politicians must dial down the rhetoric over COVID vaccines,” March 23, 2021.
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-00769-7 ; YouGov, “COVID-19: Willingness to be vaccinated.”
Accessed May 15, 2021.
https://yougov.co.uk/topics/international/articles-reports/2021/01/12/covid-19-willingness-be-vaccinated

4 Robb Butler, “Vaccine Hesitancy: what it means and what we need to know in order to tackle it,” World Health
Organization: 1.

3 “The COVID-19 vaccine race - weekly update,” Gavi, May, 12, 2021.
https://www.gavi.org/vaccineswork/covid-19-vaccine-race

2 Brothers, “A timeline.”

1 Will Brothers, “A timeline of COVID-19 vaccine development,” BioSpace, Dec 3, 2020.
https://www.biospace.com/article/a-timeline-of-covid-19-vaccine-development/

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-00769-7
https://yougov.co.uk/topics/international/articles-reports/2021/01/12/covid-19-willingness-be-vaccinated
https://www.gavi.org/vaccineswork/covid-19-vaccine-race
https://www.biospace.com/article/a-timeline-of-covid-19-vaccine-development/
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Previous studies suggest many factors drive hesitancy to receive, and likewise confidence

in, the COVID vaccines.6 Researchers have suggested that high vaccine confidence in the UK

could stem from national pride, a consistent vaccination process, constrained responses to bad

news about vaccines, or rejection of EU vaccine criticisms, but a consensus has yet to emerge

about why the UK has more confidence in COVID vaccines than other countries.7 These

researchers compare government and public responses to the COVID vaccines across multiple

countries since they commenced distribution in December, but give little consideration to the

effect of discourse around the vaccines before they were approved for public use.

In June 2020, a survey found that 75.42% of Americans and 71.48% of people in the UK

would take a COVID vaccine if it were proven safe and effective.8 By November, only 61% of

those in the UK, and 45% in the US said they would be willing.  This suggests that rates of

vaccine hesitancy in the two countries began to diverge before the first COVID vaccines were

approved.

The research proposed here seeks to better understand the divergent public reactions to

the COVID vaccines in the US and UK that began before the vaccines were approved for public

use, taking into account community-specific beliefs and expectations.  Specifically, it will

examine the rhetoric of public officials in the US and UK as the first COVID vaccines completed

clinical trials. Drawing from Jasanoff’s concept of civic epistemologies, it asks: why would

public officials in similar nations frame information about vaccine development so differently,

and how could that framing impact public perceptions of the COVID vaccines?

8 Jeffrey Lazarus et al., “A global survey of potential acceptance of COVID-19 vaccine,” Nature Medicine 27
(2021): 225-228. https://www.nature.com/articles/s41591-020-1124-9

7 Piper, “Why.”

6 Kelsey Piper, “Why getting vaccinated for Covid-19 is more popular in the UK than in the US” Vox, May 5, 2021.
https://www.vox.com/future-perfect/22409938/covid-19-vaccine-hesitancy-moderna-pfizer-johnson-astrazeneca-uk

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41591-020-1124-9
https://www.vox.com/future-perfect/22409938/covid-19-vaccine-hesitancy-moderna-pfizer-johnson-astrazeneca-uk
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Literature Review

During the development of the COVID vaccines in 2020 and early 2021, scholars called

for government officials to be cautious when communicating information on vaccine safety and

effectiveness.9 A recent study noted that higher levels of COVID vaccine hesitancy were

associated with government mistrust, and suggested that governments should address community

specific concerns and historic mistrust in their communication about vaccines.10 Despite a

general consensus that nuanced communication is an important part of fostering vaccine

confidence, little in-depth research has been done to date on how officials in different countries

speak about the COVID vaccines.

Although there are few rhetorical analyses of discourse surrounding COVID vaccines, a

previous study by Sheila Jasanoff explored how people in different national political contexts

expect trustworthy information to be communicated, and how this makes some nations more

hospitable to certain scientific developments.11 The following analysis extends this study to the

present day.  Through a comparative reading of two November press conferences discussing the

implications of the first COVID vaccine’s completion of phase 3 clinical trials, this analysis aims

to better understand how civic epistemologies in the US and UK, defined in the early 2000s as

“the institutionalized practices by which members of a given society test and deploy knowledge

claims used as a basis for making collective choices,”12 continue to impact the acceptance of

critical innovations in the present.   This analysis suggests a possible explanation for divergent

levels of vaccine hesitancy in the US and UK by establishing the current relevance of these civic

epistemologies.

12 Jasanoff, Designs on Nature, 255.

11 Sheila Jasanoff, Designs on Nature: Science and Democracy in Europe and the United States (Princeton
University Press, 2005): 255.

10 Lazarus et al., “A global survey.”
9 Lazarus et al., “A global survey”
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This paper consists of three parts: first, an introduction to civic epistemologies as they

were defined in the early to mid-2000s, second; an examination of the contrasting ways vaccine

development is framed in the US and UK, and finally an analysis of how the rhetoric used in the

November 2020 press conferences to talk about COVID vaccine development is consistent and

inconsistent with those nation’s presumed civic epistemologies.

An Introduction to Civic Epistemologies

In her book, Designs on Nature, Jasanoff attempts to explain a similar phenomenon to the

contrasting levels of confidence in the COVID vaccine in the US and the UK—the variations in

policies on and understandings of biotechnology innovations across different national political

contexts.   Through comparative case studies on the reception of innovations in biotechnology in

the US, UK, and Germany, Jasanoff finds that societies at the same levels of social and economic

development have different understandings of what makes fact claims credible and

authoritative.13 This could explain why some societies, like the UK, find the claims about the

safety of COVID vaccines more credible than others.

Actors in the countries Jasanoff studies make, test, and use claims about biotechnology

differently based on “divergent framings of what is at stake, and correspondingly different

assessments of the risks, costs, and benefits of various possible trajectories.”14 To explain these

differences, Jasanoff develops the concept of civic epistemologies, or “the institutionalized

practices by which members of a given society test and deploy knowledge claims used as a basis

for making collective choices.”15 She finds that claims that do not meet their public’s civic

epistemologies are dismissed as unreliable.

15 Jasanoff, Designs on nature, 255.
14 Jasanoff, Designs on Nature: 255.
13 Jasanoff, Designs on Nature, 249.
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Researchers on COVID vaccine hesitancy suggest that government officials should

consider the specific beliefs and concerns of their constituents.16 These beliefs and concerns are

encompassed by the civic epistemologies of each national political context.  Based on this theory,

one could ask whether British citizens are more accepting of the COVID vaccines because

officials were more successful than their American counterparts at living up to the civic

epistemologies of their people.  However, Jasanoff notes that the features of civic epistemologies

that she identifies, although deep-seated, may change over time, and must be reperformed to

maintain their relevance,17 so it is important to consider how civic epistemologies in the US and

UK may have changed since Jasanoff first identified them in 2005.

According to Jasanoff, “radical breaks and disjunctures may always occur in theory, but

shocks of exceptional severity may need to precipitate them.”18 Possible shocks since Jasanoff

first identified civic epistemologies in 2005, like the rise of social media, Brexit, the 2016 US

presidential election, and the COVID pandemic itself could impact how publics expect claims to

be made.

Using case studies of biotechnology in Germany, Britain, and the United States, Jasanoff

identified six dimensions of civic epistemologies. This paper will focus on two of those

dimensions: demonstration practices and preferred registers of objectivity, as they are the most

apparently applicable to the divergent framings of COVID vaccines in the US and UK.

Demonstration Practices

According to Jasanoff,  in the US credible fact claims are demonstrated through

“substantial socio-technical experiments whose apparent success not only validates the

18 Jasanoff, Designs on nature, 260.
17 Jasanoff, Designs on nature, 260.
16 Jeffrey Lazarus et al., “A global survey of potential acceptance of COVID-19 vaccine.”
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immediate venture they stand for but bolsters the overall narrative of technological optimism.”19

She gives the example of corporate websites using images of crop fields as visual evidence that

GM crops have already succeeded.20 In other words, the claim that GM crops are safe is made

credible because the public had already safely been exposed to them for years.  In the US,

science is not only proven credible, but also gains recognition and support through public

demonstration, meaning the sweeping success of one innovation drives support for others, or for

science in general.

This form of demonstration is impossible to achieve immediately, which could make it

difficult for an innovation like COVID vaccine development, which gains its innovativeness

from being developed as quickly as possible, to gain credibility.

At the time of the US press conference analyzed in this paper, two vaccine candidates had

completed clinical trials, but were not yet available to the public.  It is questionable whether

clinical trials are, based on Jasanoff’s theory, at a large enough scale to demonstrate the safety

and effectiveness of the COVID vaccines.  In the US, biotech enthusiasts used the fact that

Americans had been unknowingly consuming genetically modified crops for years without

adverse health effects as evidence of the success of GMOs.21 This amounts to a much larger

public demonstration than mere clinical trials.

A recent editorial by the Guardian claims that the increase in vaccine optimism in Britain

might be explained by the idea that “The more people get the vaccine, the more normal it

becomes.”22 This is similar to what Jasanoff observes about the acceptance of GMOs in the US.

Interestingly, Jasanoff observes entirely different methods of demonstration in the UK.

22 The Guardian, “The Guardian view on the AstraZeneca vaccine: confidence from clarity,” Apr 7, 2021, 5.
21 Jasanoff, Designs of Nature, 263.
20 Jasanoff, Designs of Nature, 263.
19 Jasanoff, Designs of Nature, 263.
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Jasanoff finds that the British hold elite science in more esteem, and tend to prefer

empirical evidence to prove the credibility of scientific claims.  Claims that surpass observable

facts of nature and society are faced with skepticism, but once the science behind those claims

becomes reasonably secure, the British public tends to accept them.23 Jasanoff exemplifies this

through the case of chemically induced cancer.  The British public felt that empirical evidence

was lacking for claims that certain chemicals could induce cancer, so policymakers based policy

only on what could be proven to almost absolute certainty.  This resulted in less regulation of

cancer-causing chemicals in Britain than in the US.24

In the case of GMOs, Jasanoff finds that British citizens and experts alike voiced

concerns about the unproven status of environmental safety claims, and were hesitant to have

GMOs released into the environment when adverse scenarios could not be ruled out.25 The

safety of GMOs could not be verified by scientests, so it could not be deemed credible.

Registers of Objectivity

Jasanoff finds that objective knowledge is almost universally seen as more reliable, but

how objectivity is proven differs across cultural landscapes.26 In the US, objectivity is displayed

through quantification (‘the numbers don’t lie’).   Risk assessment is a particularly popular

method of weighing alternatives in the US and although risk assesments have normative

characteristics, they are generally considered objective in the United States.27

In Britain, more is required to demonstrate objectivity.  Jasanoff found that “objective

knowledge is sought in Britain through consultation among persons whose capacity to discern

27 Jasanoff, Designs of Nature, 266.
26 Jasanoff, Designs of Nature, 265.
25 Jasanoff, Designs of Nature, 264.
24 Jasanoff, Designs of Nature, 264.
23 Jasanoff, Designs of Nature, 263.
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the truth is regarded as privileged.”28 These ‘persons’ take the form of expert committees and

consultation processes.  In Britiain, these expert committees can represent social interests with

little controversy, as they are viewed as having a higher capacity to discern the truth.

Analysis

As Jasanoff’s findings would suggest, a deep reading of discussions of COVID vaccine

development in US and UK press conferences reveals stark differences in the framing of vaccine

development.  American officials use war metaphors and a sci-fi frame to emphasize the speed,

strength and innovation of vaccine development, while the British compare the vaccine to more

old-fashioned technology and physical labor.  The following analysis will examine these

differences.

Press Briefing by Prime Minister Boris Johnson, Dr. Van Tam and Brigadier Joe Fossey

On November 9th, 2020, after the first vaccine completed clinical trials, British Prime

Minister Boris Johnson, Dr. Van Tam and Brigadier Joe Fossey held a press conference to

discuss efforts to contain COVID-19, and the implications of the vaccine’s success.  Throughout

the press conference, speakers compare vaccine development and distribution to physical labor,

often in the form of sports,  and old-fashioned technology, including a train journey, a bow and

arrow, and the toot of a bugle.

Laborous language

In reference to the vaccine candidate completing clinical trials, Johnson says, “we’ve

cleared one significant hurdle, but there are several more to go before we know the vaccine can

28 Jasanoff, Designs of Nature, 266.
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be used.”29 In the context of Johnson’s previous statements, the other ‘hurdles’ that must be

cleared are things like peer review.  This hurdle metaphor suggests that it will be a long time

before vaccines can be distributed.  Although the comparison between vaccine development and

a race indicates that the vaccine will be developed as quickly as possible since hurdlers are

generally moving as quickly as they can, it also implies that the vaccine can only be developed as

quickly as humanly possible, with obstacles.  The hurdle metaphor also suggests that vaccine

development will require difficult labor.  Johnson’s statement that “we’ve cleared one significant

hurdle” suggests that real people are struggling to get the vaccine developed and approved.

Later in the conference, Van Tam says, “So this is like getting to the end of a playoff

final, it's gone to penalties. The first player goes up and scores the goal. You haven't won the cup

yet, but what it does is it tells you that the goalkeeper can be beaten.”30 Like Johnson’s hurdle

metaphor,  Van Tam’s soccer metaphor emphasizes that we must overcome obstacles to achieve

‘victory.’  Unlike Johnson, Van Tam makes it clear that COVID is the adversary, rather than peer

review and Britain’s regulatory bodies.

Toward the end of the conference, Johnson says “I just don't want to let people run away

with the idea that this development today is necessarily a home run, a slam dunk, a shot to the

back of the net yet.”31 His insistence that people shouldn’t ‘run away’ with the significance of

the vaccine passing clinical trials is significant given the hurdle metaphor he used earlier to

describe vaccine development.  Vaccine development is compared to clearing a hurdle, but it

would be a bad idea to run away with the idea that the news about the vaccine signifies an end.

“To run away” is different from participating in a race; it can also mean giving up.  Johnson

doesn’t want people to give up on social distancing because of a possible vaccine.  Running

31 “Boris Johnson Warns of ‘Hurdles’”: 29:50.
30 “Boris Johnson Warns of ‘Hurdles’”: 15:55.
29 “Boris Johnson Warns of 'Hurdles' for Coronavirus Vaccine in Press Conference,” Rev, November 9, 2020: 00:56.
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away is also seen as cowardly, which could be an effective way of framing not following health

measures.  Running away could mean skipping the “hurdles'' entirely.  Given that one of the

“hurdles'' Johnson mentioned earlier is safety approval, running away could mean moving too

fast and risking safety as a result.  Interestingly, the US conference emphasizes how immediately

they plan to get the vaccine to the people, so you could say the US is running away with the idea

that this development is an endpoint.  With that in mind, It may be notable that basketball and

baseball are primarily American sports.  Basketball is played in the UK and is rising in

popularity, but it is still much more popular elsewhere.   On the other hand, baseball is America’s

favorite pastime and is hardly ever played in the UK.

Johnson and Van Tam both use labor-intensive language to describe actions taken by the

British people to prevent the spread of COVID.  They say it would be a mistake to “slacken our

resolve” and, “We have to keep pressing hard for now.”32 The word “slacken” suggests that they

are continuously pulling or dragging something.  To “cut some slack” would be to make

allowances, relax, or loosen restrictions.  “Pressing hard” also presents following public health

mandates as a physical struggle.

Old Fashioned Technology

In addition to these labor-intensive sports metaphors, Van Tam and Johnson compare

vaccine development to old-fashioned technology.  Johnson says, “We've talked for a long time,

or I have, about the distant bugle of the scientific cavalry coming over the brow of the hill.  I can

tell you that tonight, that toot of that bugle is louder, but it's still some way off.  We absolutely

cannot rely on this news as a solution”33 This metaphor compares the vaccine completing

33 “Boris Johnson Warns of 'Hurdles’”: 2:32.
32 “Boris Johnson Warns of 'Hurdles’”: 17:01.
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clinical trials to the toot of the bugle; it’s not something that can aid the battle against COVID,

but it’s a sign that something that can help may arrive eventually.  A bugle is an old fashioned

instrument, once used as a military signal.  In Britain, bugle calls are still used for ceremonial

occasions, but not for warfare. This makes the significance of the news about the vaccine seem

more symbolic and patriotic than real.

Johnson goes on to call progress on vaccines and mass testing “both vital arrows in our

epidemiological quiver, they’re both are part of the key parts of our fight against COVID.”34

Calling the progress on vaccines a “vital arrow” adds to the sense that COVID is being fought

with labor-intensive, old-fashioned technology.  In this metaphor, the vaccine is only one thing

that might help Britain ‘defeat’ COVID, but there are other ‘arrows’ that might serve the same

purpose.  Moreover, an arrow is useless without a bow and an archer.  Archery requires skill,

strength, and practice, and using a bow and arrow is more difficult than using a more-modern

weapon.  This means that, while the vaccine may help bring an end to the pandemic, it is no

more important than human effort and the other ‘tools’ being used to stop the spread of COVID,

like mass testing programs and social distancing.  This makes the vaccines’ progress seem less

meaningful.

Johnson emphasizes that we cannot rely on the vaccine as a solution.  A soldier in a

battle would not rely on a single arrow, but rather all of the arrows in their quiver, paired with

their own skill and strength.  When using new technology, the skills and effort of the weapon

holder are seen as less important, but older technology tends to require more manual labor.  This

fits with Johnson’s statements about how people need to keep abiding by restrictions.

Later in the conference, to explain the process of vaccine development and distribution,

Van Tam says:

34 “Boris Johnson Warns of ‘Hurdles’”: 5:03.
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This to me is like a train journey, where you're standing on the station, it's wet, it's windy,

it's horrible. And, two miles down the tracks, two lights appear, and it's the train. And it's

a long way off. We're at that point at the moment. That's the efficacy results. Then we

hope the train slows down safely to get into the station. That's the safety data, and then

the train stops. And at that point, the doors don't open. The guard has to make sure it's

safe to open the doors. That's the MHRA, that's the regulator. And when the doors open, I

hope there's not an unholy scramble for the seats. The JCVI has very clearly said which

people are going to need the seats most, and they are the ones who should get on the train

first. That's how we have to frame this. And right now it's a couple of miles down the

tracks, and we've just seen the lights come around the bend.35

Trains are more popular in the UK than in the US, so this train metaphor speaks to an experience

that much of Van Tam’s audience will relate to.  Comparing waiting for the vaccine to this

uncomfortable experience seems to acknowledge that people are struggling, and that they must

continue to struggle to get to their destination, the end of the pandemic.

This metaphor makes it seem like the vaccine will be developed slowly.   Trains move at

a steady pace and are reliable, as long as they aren’t derailed.  They follow the same path

repeatedly and have been used, tested, and trusted for a long time, but they are not as quick as

other forms of transportation.

Press Briefing by Vice President Pence and Members of the Coronavirus Task Force

35 “Boris Johnoson Warns of ‘Hurdles’”: 31:20.
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On November 19, 2020 The White House Coronavirus Task Force held a press

conference where Dr. Fauci, former Vice President Pence, Secretary Azar, and General Gus

Perna discussed vaccine development and distribution. At this point, two vaccine candidates, one

by Pfizer and one by Moderna, had completed clinical trials.  Despite an additional vaccine

candidate completing trials, the situation this press conference responded to was nearly the same

as that faced during the UK press conference.  During both conferences no vaccine had yet been

approved for use, and the safety of the vaccines was still being assessed.  Unlike in the British

conference, in this conference members of the task force use futuristic sci-fi language to describe

the vaccine’s development and distribution.

Sci-fi language

The name of the US effort to speed up vaccine development and distribution: Operation

Warp Speed, contributes to a ‘science fiction’ framing of the vaccine.  Warp speed does not exist

in reality but has been used to describe the acceleration of spaceships in works of science fiction,

like Star Trek and Doctor Who.  This frame is reinforced by the application of terms which are

typically applied to spacecraft to vaccine development, including “launch,”  “mission,”

“accelerate” and “virtually immediate.”

Mike Pence and Dr. Fauci also both emphasize that the vaccines are being “developed at

a historic pace.”  This adds to the sense that the vaccine is futuristic technology since its

development is unlike the development of vaccines before it.  Pence says, “we launched

Operation Warp Speed, focusing on accelerating the development, the manufacture, and the

distribution of a safe and effective vaccine,”36 and then he claims seconds later, “America has

36 The White House Coronavirus Task Force, “Press Briefing by Vice President Pence and Members of The
Coronavirus Task Force,” Rev, November 9, 2021: 5:39
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/press-briefing-vice-president-pence-members-coronavirus-task-
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never been more prepared to combat this virus than we are today.”37 In Pence’s first statement,

the words ‘launched’ ‘accelerating,’ and ‘warp speed’ together call to mind science fiction,

spacecraft imagery.  His subsequent statement about combating the virus calls to mind images of

war.  This war imagery, paired with the preceding spacecraft imagery contributes to the sense

that the vaccine is a powerful, futuristic technology, which can be used to destroy.  This framing

emphasizes the ingenuity, speed, and effectiveness of vaccine development, but also perhaps the

danger.

The words ‘launch’and ‘accelerate’ also give the sense that the new technology, rather

than people, will do the work of developing a vaccine and ‘combating’ the virus.  To launch or

accelerate something requires the push of a button or the press of a pedal, rather than physical

labor, as is suggested by the British hurdle metaphor.

Battle and war metaphors

In addition to futuristic sci-fi imagery, the task force uses war metaphors throughout the

conference, making the vaccine seem like an innovative, powerful and destructive technology.

The virus itself is described as an invasion.  Azar talks about “this novel pathogen hitting our

shores.”38 The vaccine is described several times as a possible weapon or force against

COVID-19.  Fauci says that a vaccine is an “opposing force” to COVID-19 and that past

vaccines have “crushed formidable outbreaks.”39 The term ‘opposing force’ is typically used to

describe a military unit.  By comparing the COVID vaccines to a military unit, Fauci makes it

seem like the vaccines will fight, and crush, the virus without human intervention.  British sports

39 The White House Coronavirus Task Force, “Press Briefing”: 23:51.
38 The White House Coronavirus Task Force, “Press Briefing”:52:59.
37 The White House Coronavirus Task Force, “Press Briefing”: 6:18
force-november-19-2020/
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metaphors centered the human labor required to develop a vaccine, while Fauci’s metaphor

centers the vaccine itself.

Comparison

Speakers in the US and UK go to oposite extremes when framing vaccine development.

In the US, speakers create a futuristic, science fiction frame, which empahsizes the

unprecedented speed of vaccine development, and the power of the resulting vaccines.

Meanwhile, speakers in the UK compare vaccine development to physical labor, sports, and old

fashioned technology, making the possible vaccine seem more precedented, but less powerful

and certain.  Although vaccines must pass regulatory barriers in both the US and UK, American

speakers do not aknowledge these barriers, while British officials go to great lengths to

emphasize them.

Johnson’s hurdle and Van Tam’s train metaphor emphasize the struggle of those

developing the vaccines, as well as those waiting for them.  They also showcase the many

obstacles that must be surpassed before a vaccine can be distributed to the public, and situate the

British people at the beginning of a long journey, or race, to the end of the pandemic.

Meanwhile, the use of words like “accelerate” and “launch” in the US to describe vaccine

development, paired with Fauci’s comparison of the vaccine to an ‘opposing force,’ and Pence’s

discussion of “virtually immediate” vaccine distribution give the sense that there are no obstacles

to the vaccines being approved for public use.  The framing of vaccine development by US

officials, more so than that of the British, shows complete confidence that the vaccine will be

distributed soon, and will be effective in ‘crushing’ the pandemic.  The hesitance of British

officials to depict vaccines as “a slam dunk” or “a home run” is interesting given that the British



18

public was less hesitant to recieve a COVID vaccine than the US public after the November

press conference, and in the ensuing months.

Applying Jasanoff’s Civic Epistemologies

1) Public Demonstration

Without considering the cultural context in which each press conference is given, it is

puzzling that officials from two countries at similar levels of social and economic development

would frame what amounts to essentially the same information on COVID vaccine development

so differently.  Taking into account the civic epistemologies Jasanoff uncovered in each nation in

the early 2000s, the divergent framings begin to make sense.

Van Tam and Johnson’s comparisons of vaccine development to old fashioned technology

could be explained by Jasanoff’s finding that the British tend to prefer empirical evidence to

prove the credibility of scientific claims.  Trains, arrows, and even bugles are well understood by

the British public.  Comparisons to these old fashioned technologies give the sense that the

development of the COVID vaccine is nothing special, meaning that it does not defy what has

already been proven by scientists.  Johnson’s hurdle metaphor and Van Tam’s train metapor also

make it clear that it could be a long time before a vaccine is approved, which is consistent with

what the public would expect given the development of past vaccines.  Publics are being told to

be patient and wait for the scientests to do their job.  Once the experts have gathered and

assessed the empirical evidence to approve the vaccine, the people can be confident that it is time

to act on their advice.
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In contrast, the US frame presents the COVID vaccines as techologies defy what was

previously believed to be possible.   At the time of the November 14th White House Coronavirus

Task Force Press Conference,  COVID vaccines were not available to the public, so if the style

of public demonstration required by the American people is unchanged since Jasanoff’s time, it

would be impossible to perform the sweeping socio-technical experiments required to ensure the

vaccines’ credibility.

Jasanoff notes that “Technology serves the democratic will far more readily than pure

science in this kind of demonstrative environment, for polio vaccines and moon shots offer

clearer indications of a state’s capacity to set and meet concrete goals than any particular

addition to the storehouse of scientific knowledge.”40 With this in mind, it makes sense that

speakers in the US press conference would use a sci-fi frame that emphasizes the incredible

speed with which the vaccine will be delivered, rather than the vaccine’s safety.  Prior to the

press conference, the Coronavirus Task Force had set the goal of delivering a vaccine as quickly

as possible, and they could demonstrate their success at reaching this goal.  While vaccine safety

couldn’t yet be demonstrated via public experiment, development speed could.  Emphasizing

technological advances that would seem credibible to the public stands to bolster the “overall

narrative of technological optimism” more so than emphasizing claims of safety that cannot be

satisfactorily demonstrated.

2. Objectivity

Jasanoff’s finding that  “objective knowledge is sought in Britain through consultation

among persons whose capacity to discern the truth is regarded as privileged,”41 could illuminate

41 Jasanoff, Designs of Nature, 266.
40 Jasanoff, Designs of Nature, 263.
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why British officials emphasize the obstacles that must be surpassed and the human effort that

must be expended before a vaccine can be approved.  The speakers at the British press

conference are not part of the expert committees charged with deciding whether or not the

vaccine is safe, so comparisons between vaccine development and a train jouney or a hurdle race

could demonstrate deference to expert opinion.  In Van Tam’s train metaphor, the experts are

driving the train, and guarding it to make sure everyone can get on safely.  This presents them as

neccesary to ensure the safety of the people, and shows that the British government will abide by

what the experts recommend.

The US sci-fi framing places less emphasis on expert opinion.   As in Britain, experts in

the US must approve the vaccine before it can be made available to the public, but speakers at

the press conference barely acknowledge this, and instead emphasize that the vaccine will be

delivered “virtually immediately.”  Rather than deferring to expert bodies to prove their

credibility, American officials tend to support their claims with numbers.  For example, Dr. Fauci

says:

Two of the vaccines, one by Moderna and one by the company Pfizer, have completed

trials, and the efficacious vaccine efficacy point is extraordinary. With regard to Pfizer, it

was 95% efficacious, not only against disease that's just clinically recognizable disease,

but severe disease. There were 10 cases of severe disease, one in the vaccine, nine in the

placebo. For the Moderna trial, it was 94.5% efficacious. 11 severe events, 0 in the

vaccine, 11 in the placebo. For those of you not acquainted with the field of vaccinology,

that is extraordinary. That is almost to the level of what we see with measles, which is

98% effective.42

42 The White House Coronavirus Task Force, “Press Briefing”: 23:52-24:19.
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This quote displays a trend of speakers in the US conference making value judgements, like “that

is extraordinary,” and supporting them with numbers to display their objectivity.  In the UK press

conference, Van Tam also discusses the Pfizer vaccine results, but rather than share the data on

the vaccine, he focuses on how the vaccine works, saying:

So the current vaccine that's being announced, its results were announced today, targets

the S protein of the coronavirus. And, so far, all we knew was that vaccines could give us

antibodies against the S protein.  We did not know if vaccines would prevent disease.

And so this is a huge milestone, but more importantly, it is good news for many of the

vaccines to come, because almost all of the vaccines coming also target the S protein.43

In his description of the Pfizer vaccine results, Van Tam also defers to the experts, saying that

there is a lot of safety data they must see to understand the vaccine results, “And the arbiters of

safety and effectiveness in this country are our MHRA, our regulatory body. And they are truly

world-class, and they are robustly independent.”

Conclusion

This paper has sought to better understand the divergent public reactions to the COVID

vaccines in the US and UK that began before the vaccines were approved for public use, taking

into account community-specific beliefs and expectations.  Moreover, it sought to understand

why public officials in similar nations would frame information about vaccine development so

differently, and how that framing could impact public perceptions of the COVID vaccines.

43 “Boris Johnoson Warns of ‘Hurdles’”: 15:32.
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In reviewing discussions about COVID vaccine development in the US and UK, I

observed that officials consistently strove to meet their constituents’ expectations of how

credible information should be delivered, insofar as it was possible, based on the civic

epistemologies Jasanoff described for each country in 2005.  Thus, I have determined that the

civic epistemologies Jasanoff uncovered in the 2000s hold true in the present, or if public

expectations have shifted, government officials in each country continue to cater to the

expectations of audiences in the early 2000s.  As such, a possible explanation for the divergent

framings of, and likewise the divergent levels of confidence in, the COVID vaccines could be the

institutionalized practices by which members of the two countries test and deploy knowledge

claims.

The UK values expert findings, so safety approval by expert bodies is enough to convince

the majority of the British public that COVID vaccines are safe.  Meanwhile,  the American

public requires large public demonstrations to prove the credibility of scientific claims.  This

means that, despite efforts to meet the expectations of the American people, officials in the US

may not be able to prove the credibility of the vaccine immediately.   These findings do not

negate previous findings that nuanced communication is an important part of fostering vaccine

confidence, but rather suggest that despite strategic communication efforts by politicians, some

publics are more hesitant to accept certain innovations as a result of the institutionalized

practices by which members of a given society test and deploy knowledge claims.
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