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What’s in an image? Technoscience and medical images. 
 
Scientific images and visualisations represent a growing field of interest within STS, as well 
as in related research fields such as visual culture studies and gender studies. In this panel we 
want to focus on medical images, which are intertwined with discourses on the body, gender, 
reproduction and health. One of the insights from this research is that science and technology 
(technoscience) is culturally and socially embedded practices. Even though medical images 
seem to merely reveal that which is hidden for the human eye, visualisation technologies used 
in science and medicine (such as x-ray, fMRI and microscopy) contribute to a particular 
selection and framing of the body. Thus, medical images are not merely objects of 
epistemological discussion, but also aesthetical and ethical considerations. Furthermore, the 
circulation of images between laboratories, clinics, court rooms, popular science and art, 
opens for a discussions on how medical images are interpreted by various actors and groups, 
and how they influence imaginations of the body in contemporary society. In sum, this leads 
to shifting ways of looking at, producing and using medical images that are important to 
explore for STS researchers. 
 
The following papers present results from the research project Inside out. New images and 
imaginations of the body, studying how cultural values influence science imaging and vice 
versa. Whereas Merete Lie has examined the presentation of cell images in public 
communication of science and medicine, Manuela Perrotta has followed researchers and 
microscopes to study medical images in technoscientific practice, and Anja Johansen aims at 
exploring images and imaginations of the body in contemporary art and science exhibitions. 
 
Responsible chair: Merete Lie, merete.lie@ntnu.no 
Contact person: Anja Johansen, anja.johansen@ntnu.no 
 
 
 

Scale and imagination in scientific imaging 
 

Paper by Merete Lie,  
Dept. of Interdisciplinary Studies of Culture,  

Norwegian University of Science and Technology (NTNU) 
 

Our research project has focused on images of human cells made possible by new medical 
photo techniques. The paper will discuss the question of scale in the perception and 
interpretation of cellular imaging. Electron microscopes with built-in photo techniques 
provide magnification of about 10,000,000x compared to about 2000x with a traditional light 
microscope. Whether such scales are in fact imaginable is itself a debateable question. Apart 
from human egg cells – the human cell of largest size – cells are entities that are not visible to 
the eye. But new medical visualization technologies enable the production of digital 
photographs of human cells that are magnified to the size of a body organ. In the media, and 
particularly on the Internet, there are a variety of images of skin cells, brain cells, cancer cells, 
etc. Images for scientific purposes have gained aesthetic as well as dramatic appeal, first of 
foremost because of the enormous magnification that reveals previously unknown structures. 
The shapes, colours and other details of the cells, as well as the design of the images, feed the 



imagination of the audience. The paper will discuss how medical imaging technologies 
provide new material for imaginations of the body; what are cells depicted ‘as’ in the sense of 
characteristics, metaphors and comparisons, and what does it mean that human cells appear as 
distinct entities and in large scale – similar to organs such as the heart and the lungs? 
 
 
 
 

Training the eyes: Visual literacy in biomedical research 
 

Paper by Manuela Perrotta,  
Dept. of Interdisciplinary Studies of Culture,  

Norwegian University of Science and Technology (NTNU) 
manuela.perrotta@ntnu.no 

 
 
Among the social studies of science and technology (STS) a flourishing debate has developed 
on visualization processes and practices of representation. According to an STS perspective 
images have a little definite meaning or logical force aside from the complex activities in 
which they are situated. The study of image production, i.e. how images are actually “made” 
in their production sites, is one of the cornerstones in the STS field and recent approaches 
have highlighted the “technoscientific” (rather than scientific) processes of imaging: there is 
no strict division between the scientific and technological aspects of scientific and research 
practices, as they rely upon technological intervention as an irreducible element.   
 Based on this theoretical tradition, this paper will examine the development of a 
skilled vision through the analysis of ethnographic material collected via participant 
observation and shadowing of an apprentice in biotechnology. The Master’s student learns to 
use a confocal microscope during some laboratory experiments on the viability of cells in 
specific conditions. From the observation, in fact, it emerged that to develop a “visual 
literacy” and to master the production and interpretation of images in the research process is 
the core part of the learning process. 
 The analysis of empirical data will deal with the core issues emerging from the 
fieldwork: the centrality of practical knowledge in the imaging process; the relevance of 
standards and standardization, both in terms of procedures and technical choices; the 
representativeness of images and their ability to “tell the true story”. On the base of the 
empirical material the aim of the paper will be to show how images assume meaning and 
fixed interpretation in the complex activities in which they are situated and according to the 
socio-material practices and processes of knowledge production in which they are embedded.  
 
 

Becoming electricity, becoming molecular:  
Notions of the body in the art installation Wave UFO 

 
Paper by Anja Johansen 

Dept. of Interdisciplinary Studies of Culture,  
Norwegian University of Science and Technology (NTNU) 

 
Within the scientific community Electroencephalography (EEG) is said to be the most direct 
(non-invasive) way of measuring human brain activity, understood as electric activity. This 
technology is used for a variety of diagnostic and therapeutic purposes, such as distinguishing 



between different epileptic seizures, monitoring sleep disorders or in treatment of depression. 
However, the applications of EEG reach far beyond the scientific and clinical settings, into 
practices of gaming, and alternative medicine, as well as in the art world. Although the 
principles (and sometimes the visual output) of the measurements stays the same, the 
interpretational framework and the work the technology is put to do can be quite different. 
Due to the different ways EEG is used and interpreted it can clearly be understood as a 
boundary object, although not without frictions and creative readings by the actors involved. 
 This paper presents and discusses notions of the body enacted by Wave UFO, an 
interactive art installation by Mariko Mori. The installation utilizes biomedical sensors and 
specially modified stereo coherence IBVA EEGs to measure brainwave data. This 
information is instantly transformed into visual imagery, in real-time correspondence with the 
actual activity of the brain, and projected onto the domed ceiling inside the Wave UFO 
capsule. The feedback session is seamlessly morphed into the artist’s own animation of 
microcosmic processes, thus framing the experience as a meditation over our molecular (and 
spiritual) connectedness with the world.  
 In the analysis I combine a media-aesthetic approach with discursive analysis of the 
artists statement, and other public writings on Wave UFO, as well as various writings on and 
appearances of EEG as science and practice. My aim is to flesh out the multiple bodies 
enacted by Wave UFO, at the interstices of neuroscience, psychology, and new age. 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 


