
301

www.cmj.hr

Pieter Maeseele1, Joachim Allgaier2, Lucia 
Martinelli3

1Faculty of Political and Social Sciences, University of Antwerp, 
Antwerp, Belgium
pieter.maeseele@ua.ac.be
2Research Center Jülich, Institute of Neurosciences and Medicine, 
INM-8, Jülich, Germany
3Museo delle Scienze, Trento, Italy

Bio-objects and the media: the 
role of communication in bio-
objectification processes

Abstract The representation of biological innovations in 
and through communication and media practices is vi-
tal for understanding the nature of “bio-objects” and the 
process we call “bio-objectification.” This paper discusses 
two ideal-typical analytical approaches based on differ-
ent underlying communication models, ie, the tradition-
al (science- and media-centered) and media sociological 
(a multi-layered process involving various social actors in 
defining the meanings of scientific and technological de-
velopments) approach. In this analysis, the latter is not 
only found to be the most promising approach for under-
standing the circulation, (re)production, and (re)configu-
ration of meanings of bio-objects, but also to interpret 
the relationship between media and science. On the ba-
sis of a few selected examples, this paper highlights how 
media function as a primary arena for the (re)production 
and (re)configuration of scientific and biomedical infor-
mation with regards to bio-objects in the public sphere 
in general, and toward decision-makers, interest groups, 
and the public in specific.

Modern biotechnology has disrupted the boundaries be-
tween what was traditionally understood as “life” and non-
living material, eg, by merging objects of human, animal, 
plant, or synthetic origin. The COST Action Bio-objects and 
their boundaries: governing matters at the intersection of so-
ciety, politics and science puts forward the concept “bio-
object” to get hold of such new entities of life. Its goal is 
the development of new interdisciplinary analytical tools 
to improve our understanding of bio-objects and their tra-
jectories from production (conceptual and material devel-
opment) through application, circulation, and governance 
in society (1). It approaches bio-objects as temporary con-
tingent products of ongoing bio-objectification processes, 
which are produced by efforts to tame or control life in a 

specific locale at a specific time, and as a result bio-objects 
by definition exceed any characterization as predefined 
classes of stable entities (2). Characterized by fluidity and 
mobility, as well as multiple and divergent cultural mean-
ings, these material articulations of new life forms call for 
analytical tools that allow to track their social life cycles, 
from creation, over diverse uses, to re-creations, in multiple 
contexts by multiple social actors. And more specifically, 
bio-objects also call for a critical examination of how ex-
isting (deeply unequal) and contested social relations are 
mobilized or transformed through these bio-objectifica-
tion processes.

The aim of this paper is to evaluate how the analytical lev-
el of media and communication practices in general, and 
the analysis of the circulation, (re)production, and (re)con-
figuration of meanings of bio-objects in public and me-
dia discourses in specific, could contribute to achieving 
these goals. Moreover, this analytical level will be argued 
to open up an important critical arena for observing and 
registering existing processes of bio-objectification. Ad-
vocates of the “biomedia” approach even argue that the 
products of current biotechnologies can be understood 
as new forms of media themselves, by merging informa-
tion and materiality (3).

The representation of certain biological entities in and 
through communication and media practices is impera-
tive for their identification, stabilization, formulation, defi-
nition, framing, etc., ie, for assigning them their nature of 
“bio-object,” through that process we call “bio-objectifica-
tion.” When news media pick up a particular frame, this 
frame contributes to the stabilization of a specific bio-ob-
ject, and by extension, to the definition about what is 
life and what is not (eg, about embryonic stem cells). 

BIO-OBJECTS 
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Media function as key vehicles for the (re)production and 
(re)configuration of scientific and biomedical information, 
as well as the primary arena in which bio-objects come to 
the attention of wider society in general, and decision-mak-
ers, interest groups, and the public in specific (4). Conse-
quently, media coverage potentially also functions as infor-
mal policy advice or even informal governance mechanism, 
when stakeholders anticipate and respond to the various 
ways a subject is approached by journalists. On the other 
hand, media coverage also functions as the primary site for 
contesting existing institutional definitions of bio-objects 
and bio-objectification processes, and as a central place for 
staging transnational resistance to the neoliberal assump-
tions underlying the European approach to the knowl-
edge-based bio-economy. In short, media are privileged 
sites for their social revelation, construction, contestation, 
and criticism.

Conceptual approaches to media and science

In the literature on media and science, there are two ideal-
typical analytical approaches based on different underly-
ing communication models: the traditional approach and 
media sociological approach (5). We will evaluate both ap-
proaches on the extent to which they are able to provide 
answers to core research questions of the Action, which are 
also the themes of its respective working groups: (i) How 
are the boundaries between human and animal, organic 
and non-organic, living and the non-living opened up and 
discursively constructed in public and media discourses? 
(ii) How is the multi-level governance of bio-objects, from 
the level of the European Union and its Member States to 
the subpolitical level, and finally in clinics and Laborato-
ries, discursively constructed, contested, and legitimized 
in public and media discourses? (iii) Which generative (so-
cial, economic, political, etc.) relations emerge in these dis-
courses, what are their relations to specific cultural, social, 
economic, political, and historical frameworks, and what 
are the implications regarding power, democratic debate, 
and citizenship?

The traditional approach

The field of media and science has traditionally been influ-
enced by adjacent fields such as science communication, 
science popularization, and risk communication. Based on 
the mutual influence of early communication theory and 
early sociology of science, the overarching idea has al-

ways been and largely continues to be (certainly within 
the life sciences and policy-making) that scientific 

knowledge is produced by scientists and experts in a realm 
separate from the realm of non-scientists to whom it must 
subsequently be transmitted. The relationship between 
media and science then is traditionally characterized as a 
matter – and primarily as a problem - of communication 
and information (6,7), reducing research questions to how 
well this linear transmission process between the (“uni-
tary” and “consensual”) scientific realm to society functions, 
either in terms of “adequate” media coverage (ie, studies 
measuring the level of accuracy) (8) or in terms of “ad-
equate” public understanding (ie, studies measuring the 
public knowledge of individual scientific “facts”) (9).

This traditional model is science-centered, since it not only 
makes scientists extraneous to the process and establishes 
them as hierarchically dominant, but also problematizes 
media and public, but not science itself. It is also media-
centered, since any dislocation in the relationship between 
science and society is attributed to an inadequate trans-
mission of information. Finally, it regards public acceptance 
of science and technology as simply a matter of overcom-
ing resistance – from special interest groups, professional 
mediators (eg, journalists), or citizens – by more and better 
science diffusion and media coverage, and the promotion 
of public understanding.

In addition to starting from outdated linear communica-
tion models, this model starts from an objectivist concept 
of science, a positivist view of scientific knowledge, and 
the assumption that there is always one “correct” inter-
pretation of any techno-scientific controversy; in other 
words, it starts from an unproblematized notion of sci-
entific consensus. Resulting from a turn in the sociology 
of science in the 1970s, historians and sociologists from 
the fields of the sociology of scientific knowledge (SSK) 
and science and technology studies (STS) have criticized 
the idea of two separate realms of science and society, 
questioning (i) the assumption that public discourse only 
begins where scientific discourse ends (10,11), (ii) the lin-
earity of the communication process (12), and (iii) the 
neglect of either feedback on core scientific practice or 
interactivity between different forms of media, scientists, 
and citizens (13).

Nonetheless, following the publication of a report in 1985 
by the Royal Society of London (14), the concept of the 
Public Understanding of Science (PUS) has come to symbol-
ize the tenacity and enduring strength of the traditional 
model for policy-makers and scientific societies and insti-
tutes. Seminal authors in the field such as Durant (15) and 
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Wynne (9) have explained the inflation of the traditional 
model in the guise of PUS as a response of the scientific 
establishment to a widely perceived legitimation vacuum 
and crisis in public trust in a period in which the commer-
cialization of science took off in leading areas of biotech-
nology. This enduring success of the traditional model in 
institutional circles is to be found in its ideological and 
political functions. First, in public discourses it serves as a 
powerful tool for anyone who derives his or her authority 
from scientific expertise by providing a repertoire of con-
ceptual and rhetorical devices for foreclosing public, me-
dia, or policy debates on bio-objects, such as discourses of 
“sound science.” Second, since this model only problema-
tizes the media and the public, the dominant PUS agenda 
continues to naturalize the existing institutionalized cul-
ture of science in terms of its representation, organization, 
patronage, control, and social relations.

The media sociological approach

A more recent media sociological approach to the relation-
ship between media and science focuses on the meaning-
making practices underlying definitions of scientific and 
technological developments in public and media dis-
courses. Here, the popularization of scientific knowledge is 
characterized as a multi-layered process in which different 
social actors (heterogeneous and unequal in power), such 
as science organizations, industry, consultants, policy-mak-
ers, independent scientists, citizen groups, and political 
and social movements/NGOs are involved in defining the 
meanings of scientific and technological developments 
(16). Moreover, media discourses are seen as constituting 
a site of contestation over science’s representations of sci-
ence and technology (17). Since science is no longer ap-
proached as detached from, but as something culturally 
defined within, society, science and scientific legitimacy 
are not assumed to be predefined, but achieved within the 
communication process itself.

The research questions in this approach focus on under-
standing (i) how scientific rationality and claims are repre-
sented in the media and by whom, (ii) how this relates to is-
sues of access to the media and social debate, and (iii) how 
these media products are interpreted and used by their 
various audiences. In other words, the production, repre-
sentation, and audience reception levels become equally 
important for analyzing the circulation, re-production and 
re-configuration of meanings about techno-scientific ob-
jects. Furthermore, the mediatization of science itself, ie, 
professionalization of marketing practices, public relations, 

and image management within science organizations, also 
becomes an object of critical concern.

Starting from this approach, many recent empirical studies 
have revealed a relatively effective control of science’s pub-
lic image in media discourses, in terms of relatively effec-
tive science PR, with journalists often uncritically reproduc-
ing PR material (18), a largely affirmative (and in some fields 
even hyperbolic) character of science reporting (19), a cov-
erage largely reliant on uncontested scientific expertise 
by drawing from only one institutional source (20), indi-
cations of a symbiotic relationship between scientists and 
their media-contacts, including a high degree of satisfac-
tion among scientists regarding media reporting (18), and, 
last but not least, cultural resonances that make it harder 
for critical stories to gain prominence or for critical sources 
to be accredited with legitimacy (21).

ROLE OF MEDIA AND COMMUNICATION IN THE BIO-
OBJECTIFICATION PROCESSES

Now the question arises which of these two approaches 
is most suitable for the analysis of the circulation, (re)pro-
duction, and (re)configuration of meanings of bio-objects, 
which are characterized, not as predefined classes of sta-
ble entities, but as fluid, mobile, and imbued with mul-
tiple and divergent cultural meanings. A vital difference 
between both approaches is their radically diverging inter-
pretation of the relationship between media and science, 
in which we find an intricate process of in- and exclusion, 
of defining the boundaries, of “science” in “science commu-
nication” or “science in the media” (5). The traditional model 
is concerned with strategies to safeguard institutionalized 
conceptions of techno-scientific objects by distinguish-
ing these from “false” manifestations instead of “alterna-
tive” ones, starting from an assumption of communication 
practices as the (in)efficient communication of predefined 
matters. The media sociological approach refers to strate-
gies to reveal the meaning-making processes underlying 
definitions of techno-scientific objects, starting from an as-
sumption of communication practices as indefinite articu-
lations of meaning.

While both interpretations represent a struggle between 
two politico-ideological models for interpreting the rela-
tionship between media and science, only the latter opens 
the discursive space for approaching public and media 
discourse as a site of cultural struggle, while the aim of 
the former is exactly to delegitimize the acknowledg-
ment of a cultural struggle. The traditional approach 
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then is inadequate to study bio-objectification processes, 
since it cannot account for competing or contingent dis-
cursive constructions of bio-objects or diverse social actors 
who are often in the process of re-configuring institutional 
definitions. To the contrary, by starting from an unproblem-
atized notion of scientific consensus (which just needs to 
be communicated efficiently), it starts from an instrumen-
tal role of media in promoting science and the acceptance 
of institutionally predefined definitions of bio-objects. By 
problematizing only public perceptions and attitudes as 
well as communication and media practices, it is impos-
sible to contest and criticize the nature, origin, and implica-
tions of specific bio-objectification processes.

Therefore, we argue for a reflexive and sociologically in-
formed approach to study how media and communica-
tion practices could improve our understanding of bio-ob-
jectification processes in society. A first important question 
that must be asked when thinking about bio-objects and 
bio-objectification processes in the media is “who actually 
has a voice and is represented as spokesperson for bio-ob-
jects?” Conrad (22) found in news stories about genetics 
that people affected by certain biomedical conditions only 
rarely have a voice in the media (that is, only when they are 
organized): generally, the “bioscientific experts” are found 
speaking about new biological objects and topics. Howev-
er, also among these experts there are differences in terms 
of media appearances: it is not necessarily their scientific 
expertise that counts, but also their characteristics as jour-
nalistic sources, for instance if they are willing to return 
journalists’ phone calls in time.

The three core research questions of the Action (the defini-
tion of the boundaries between human and non-human or 
living non-living matter, the governance of bio-objects, and 
bio-objectification, and the emergence of social and eco-
nomic relations) all involve important bioethical questions 
and concerns. Research by Kruvand (23) demonstrated that 
concerning bioethical issues in the media, one expert (Ar-
thur L. Caplan) managed to become the de facto bioethics 
representative for about two decades; a powerful position 
for shaping media and public discourses on bioethical is-
sues. The reason why this particular academic could be-
come so powerful is that he is particularly media-savvy and 
has an excellent understanding of how the media operate.

In addition to identifying who has voice, it is imperative 
to also have a better understanding of the communica-

tion processes involved, when we want to increase our 
understanding of how bio-objects are identified, de-

fined, represented, and communicated in various societal 
contexts. Furthermore, we also need to take new informa-
tion and communication infrastructures, such as the inter-
net and smart phones, into account if we want to under-
stand current bio-objectification processes (24). Much has 
changed since the Bodmer Report was published in 1985. 
Before this new communication era, people affected by 
certain biomedical conditions were generally denied ac-
cess to the media, and more importantly, to biomedical re-
search on their conditions. Today, patients have been found 
to start using the extraordinary mobilizing power of social 
media and the internet to advocate their concerns. For in-
stance, the hypothesized cause of multiple sclerosis, a con-
dition called chronic cerebrospinal venous insufficiency, 
led a researcher to propose a new treatment named “the 
liberation procedure.” In most countries this hypothesis re-
ceived almost no attention. In Canada, however, hundreds 
of Facebook groups, pages, and events with thousands of 
participants got together to influence research priorities 
and “the liberation procedure” became an issue of national 
interest. What the clinicians and researchers took from this 
episode was that traditional approaches for communicat-
ing scientific findings to the public are insufficient today 
and that clinicians need to find new ways of interacting 
with citizens and patients (25). But even more than that 
has happened in the meantime. For instance, some scien-
tists encourage citizens to participate in their research via 
the internet: in the popular online game “Foldit,” interest-
ed citizens take part in folding proteins in virtual models, 
and particular promising variants will then be synthesized 
in the laboratory (26). Various actors also suppose that re-
cent developments in the media and communication in-
frastructure are about to revolutionize everyday medical 
practice, particularly concerning the data and biological 
information about patients. Here it is assumed that the pa-
tients will soon be empowered by media developments to 
take all their personal biological data in their own hands, 
which is a precondition for a truly “personalized medicine” 
(27). Obviously, this development will bring new challeng-
es in terms of the bio-virtual and the ethics surrounding 
the issue of bio-data. However, online networks and plat-
forms like PatientsLikeMe.com are already allowing pa-
tients to link up and share their information and experienc-
es. In this context, Akst (28) reports on terminally ill patients 
abandoning the medical system altogether and starting to 
experiment on themselves by sharing the outcomes of ex-
perimental treatments among each other on the web.

Cases such as this one pose challenging questions in terms 
of bio-identities, bio-objects, and bio-data. To get a hold on 
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complex bio-social issues such as these it is crucial to not 
only take the role of media and communication practic-
es and technological communication infrastructures into 
account, but also the most suitable approach, especially 
in the light of tremendous democratic challenges with re-
gards to science in society.
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