
VIRUSES

Alive or not aliveéthat is the 

questioné



All living things are composed of cells ï

viruses are not composed of cells ïthey 

are acellular.

Viruses are also obligate parasites ïthey 

can only reproduce inside a living cell 

(called a host cell) by utilizing the 

machinery (enzymes etc.). 

Thereforeéare viruses alive ?



The question of living versus nonliving 

becomes even more complex when 

considering the simpler viroids and prions.

Viroids are strands of RNA that can 

reproduce inside a cell, and prions are 

protein molecules that cause other 

proteins to become prions.



Biology of viruses
The structure of viruses and the precise way that they 
reproduce can vary from one to the other.

Viruses (0.2 microns) are much smaller than bacteria (at 
least 1 micron).

Variety of shapes, including blocks, rods, polyhedrons, 
and complex forms.

All viruses are composed of two parts: an outer capsid 
composed protein subunits and an inner core of nucleic 
acid ïeither DNA or RNA (both can be either single or 
double stranded).

Special viral enzymes that can help a virus reproduce 
can also be inside the capsid.

In some viruses (especially those that attack animals) 
the capsid is surrounded by an envelope that is derived 
from the host cellôs plasma membrane.

Viral glycoproteins called spikes extend from the 
envelope and are critical to viral infection because they 
help the virus to bind to the surface of the host cell.



VIRAL IMAGES


