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Abstract. Social scientists often lament the fact that philosophically trained ethicists pay
limited attention to the insights they generate. This paper presents an overview of

tendencies in sociological and anthropological studies of morality, ethics and bioethics,
and suggests that a lack in philosophical interest might be related to a tendency among
social scientists to employ either a deficit model (social science perspectives accommo-

date the sense of context that philosophical ethics lacks), a replacement model (social
scientists have finally found the ‘‘right way’’ of doing ethics), or a dismissal model (ethics
should be abandoned all together as a misconstrued veil of power). Increased awareness
of differences in styles of reasoning and objects of research interest might help to

overcome the hostility, and an anthropological project is presented as an invitation to a
dialogue informed by awareness of such differences.
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Introduction

The developments in genetics in general and the Human Genome Project
(HUGO) in particular have since the 1990s recast medicine and bio-
medical research as a field subject to both scholarly and public debate
about ethics. Accordingly, funding agencies have sought to stimulate a
new field of interdisciplinary research into what has become known as
Ethical, Legal, and Social Issues of genetics in North America (ELSI) and
Ethical, Legal, and Social Aspects (ELSA) in Europe. In many science
journals the various projects conducted with ELSI/ELSA funds are
referred to simply as medical ethics or bioethics,2 and indeed a great
number of legal scholars have been willing to recast themselves as bio-
ethicists (Knoppers, 1999). The ‘‘S’’ in the ELSI/ELSA ambition, how-
ever, still seems to make a bad fit for the field, and social scientists still
seem reluctant to frame their work as bioethics.

Human Studies (2006) 29: 203–227 � Springer 2006
DOI 10.1007/s10746-006-9022-9



Instead of a flourishing interdisciplinary academic field in which social
scientists and philosophically or legally trained bioethicists cross disci-
plinary boundaries to collaborate and seek inspiration in other styles of
reasoning, there seems to be very few cross-references and perhaps even a
growing antagonism and disrespect between the majority of the qualita-
tive social scientists and the scholars seeing themselves as bioethicists.3 If
we have overcome the science wars, we might now be facing an emerging
‘‘ethics wars.’’ It could be seen as part of a battle for funding and public
legitimacy. This might not be the only reason, however, and in this paper
the focus is on another dimension of the antagonism, namely the differ-
ences in styles of reasoning. The paper argues that part of the reason for
the meager collaboration between bioethicists and qualitative social sci-
entists working with moral and ethical aspects of biomedicine might be
that the social science contribution tends to be formulated in ways which
hamper the impetus for a fruitful dialogue (indeed a similar argument
could possibly be made concerning the possible ethical contribution to
social science, but the emphasis here is on the social science contribution
to the ELSI/ELSA field).

Various approaches in the social sciences tend to present themselves as
‘‘finally getting it right’’, and such hegemonic claims inevitably impede
mutual learning. Many social science studies should have relevance to
normative ethics, since their insights emanate from close empirical
observations in clinical and research contexts, from siding with patients,
and from observations of the ways in which people aspire to conduct
moral lives in practice. However, I suggest that most of these social sci-
ence studies can be seen to employ either (1) a deficit model (social science
perspectives accommodate the sense of context that bioethics lacks), a
replacement model (social scientists have found a better way of doing
bioethics), or a dismissal model (bioethics should be abandoned all
together as a misconstrued veil of power). It is hardly surprising if bio-
ethicists do not feel invited to a dialogue. Instead, I argue here that an
approach that would facilitate more productive interdisciplinary working
relations should involve an awareness and acceptance of the inevitability
of multiple forms of reasoning, or what Paul Rabinow (2003) calls hetero-
logoi. In fact, anthropologists and sociologists might even want to learn
to reverse the optic and occasionally apply a philosophical vocabulary to
describing selected social science positions.

The antagonism between different approaches to studying ‘‘moral
issues’’ might reflect the fact that different disciplines seek to understand
dissimilar phenomena for different reasons, while nonetheless using sim-
ilar vocabularies. In this paper I offer a clarification of some dominant
types of study in the qualitative social sciences, notably anthropology,
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without any claim of comprehensiveness. The intent is to help identify
levels of disagreement amongst social scientists, because such awareness is
a precondition for fruitful interchanges with bioethicists using the same
concepts in other ways. Beginning with classical and more recent studies
of ‘‘ethics,’’ ‘‘morality’’, and ‘‘moral’’ as broad social phenomena, an
outline of the social science studies of bioethics follows, before the various
approaches are summed up in a simplified schematic overview. In the final
section of the paper, I outline the research project that prompted my
reflection on the relationship among anthropology, sociology, and ethics.
For some years I have studied the ethics policy developed by a start-up
genomics company in northern Sweden. This has given rise to some
reflections on how different forms of inquiry must be viewed as comple-
mentary rather than as superior or inferior. This indicates a need to
embrace hetero-logoi, and the conclusion develops these reflections.

Generally social scientists mean something different with the words
‘‘moral,’’ ‘‘morality,’’ and ‘‘ethics’’ than do moral philosophers; the terms
are even used differently within social science debates. A concept like
‘‘moral’’, for example, is used both as an adjective and a noun. In the
following overview, the use of the concepts follows that of the discussed
authors rather than predefined categories. However, to discriminate
between dominant trends, I draw distinctions between studies working
with concepts of ‘‘ethics,’’ ‘‘moral,’’ and ‘‘morality’’ which are primarily
ontological (aspiring to understand what ethics is), primarily epistemo-
logical (using the concept to understand something else), and primarily
discursive (taking ethics to mean anything but studies of the power
effect of discourses on ethics).4 We begin with studies using ontological
concepts.

Classical and Recent Studies of Ethics, Morality and the Moral

During the early days of the field, the study of the moral was central to
sociology. Emile Durkheim, for example, deliberately wanted to reclaim
the study of morality from philosophy and repeatedly stated that the
moral is a social fact that should be studied as such (Durkheim, 1957,
1979b). He believed to find in morality the glue of social structures and
included ‘‘the moral’’ among the objects of a positivist sociology
(Durkheim, 1973). In particular, Durkheim argued that moral norms
were constitutive of a professional identity and spurred a number of
studies of the morality of professional groups. Interesting studies of the
professional identity of medical doctors and medical decision-making
emanate from this tradition, giving empirical weight to our understanding
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of the daily procedures of hospitals (Anspach, 1993; Bosk, 1979).
However, the Durkheimian interest in morality as a social fact had lim-
ited impact beyond his time, and with the hermeneutic turn in anthro-
pology (from the study of facts to the study of people and their
perceptions and experiences), his positivist image became more of a bogey
than an intellectual inspiration. Accordingly, there have been only a few
attempts at revitalizing the study of moral and ethics (Edel and Edel,
1959; Jackson, 1982a, b; Read, 1955).

The case for a descriptive study of ethics had been suggested also by
another strain of theory stimulated by the last essay of Marcel Mauss
(1985), Durkheim’s nephew. In this essay, Mauss endeavored to under-
stand the development of the Western notion of self. He showed the
historical and cultural specificity of the concept of person, which is central
to the notion of autonomy. Clifford Geertz, in his seminal book The
Interpretation of Cultures (1973), made a synchronic analysis of the same
topic; but it was with the work of Carrithers et al. (1985) that the
Maussian study of the notion of personhood was successfully launched as
an anthropological take on issues central to philosophical ethics. This
work carefully related the comparative descriptions with the philosophi-
cal queries and laid out new questions to be probed by both disciplines.
The subsequent two decades have seen an increased use of philosophical
arguments in the anthropological understanding of the nature of moral
problems, not least from phenomenologically grounded social scientists
(see e.g., Jackson, 1998, 2002). The work of Alfred Schutz and his pupils
has had some impact in North America and been used by both social
scientists and ethicists, and similarly the work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty
has given rise to fertile inter-disciplinary studies embracing moral life-
worlds as part of their ontology. Still, the anthropological inclination to
compare cultures has remained at odds with dominant strains of moral
philosophy, as the former seems inevitably imbued with relativism while
the latter tends to aspire to develop explanations of moral truth that
transcend culture-based norms (Geertz, 2000; Rabinow, 1983).

Debates about the relationship between structure and agency have
been central to the study of moralities and different theorists have argued
that moral capability emanates from either societal structures (as Durk-
heim held), or reside in individuals (Rapport, 1997). Lately, Signe Howell
has suggested an ethnography of moralities (Howell, 1997), which seems
to renew Durkheim’s notion of the moral as a social fact, though it
challenges the image of ‘‘the glue of social structures’’ both methodo-
logically and theoretically. Whereas Michael Jackson and Zygmunt
Bauman had already made ambiguity central to the anthropological
understanding of moral (Bauman, 1994; Jackson, 1982a), Howell suggests
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working explicitly with dilemmas; that is, to study morality through the
moral reasoning in situations where values diverge and choices have to be
made. Howell challenges the positivist structural framework of the
Durkheimian tradition, as she suggests talking of moralities as constantly
emerging and in flux. There is, however, a tendency to be somewhat
unfair in the description of Durkheim. Though emphasizing a structural
level, he did not see the moral as a fully static phenomenon. On the
contrary, he stated that ‘‘the moral ideal...is alive, constantly changing
and evolving. The future will have a different ideal from that which
obtains now’’ (Durkheim, 1979a: 81).

The question of structure versus agency relates to the notion of choice.
This notion is central to James Laidlaw’s recent contribution to the social
study of ethics (Laidlaw, 2002). Laidlaw draws on work by Friedrich
Nietzsche and Michel Foucault and makes a distinction between the
moral as social norm and ethics as the practice of self, i.e., the ways in
which a person uses his or her freedom to choose. He seeks to denatu-
ralize our understanding of what is ‘‘moral’’ as the identification of good
and evil, and (re-)establish ethics as a comparative field of study, that is,
the study of how we execute freedom differently. Laidlaw draws on
Foucault, who suggests focusing on four aspects deserving attention in
the comparative study of ethics (Foucault, 1986, 1992, 1997): (1) Ethical
substance (How and why does something become an ethical problem?), (2)
mode of subjection (Which form does the discursive environment for the
ethical substance take; is it, e.g., religious, scientific or aesthetic?), (3) self-
forming activity (What can you do to act ethically, e.g., pray or work
hard?), (4) teleology (What does the subject aspire to, e.g., an afterlife or a
career?). By studying these features of how humans conduct their lives,
the analyst can come to understand other forms of moral reasoning and
further critical reflections.

It is noteworthy that despite Foucault having worked within an
explicitly anti-essentialist tradition, and in spite of having distanced
himself from any theorizing on the ‘‘human condition’’ (Dreyfus and
Rabinow, 1983; Foucault, 1994), Foucault at the end of his authorship
gets as close as ever to saying something about a basic human condition:
the freedom to choose. The point is, however, that what is made the
object of choice is never voluntarily decided; every choice is presupposed
by other choices and creates yet other choices. As such, the ‘‘practice of
self’’ is constantly emerging, and is not a self-generating basic unity from
which structures emanate. There is no doer behind the doing, no chooser
behind the choice. There is no truly transcendental ego in the sense dis-
cussed by Jean-Paul Sartre (1977). Nevertheless, Foucault and Laidlaw
direct their attention to ethics as an object of study and employ the
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concept in an almost ontological sense, i.e., as the name of something they
want to know more about (though semantically speaking, both would
probably describe their concepts from a nominalist perspective).

Others have focused on values rather than morality (e.g., Kroeber,
1952:136). Lately the concept of value has been re-conceptualized by
David Graeber with the attempt of integrating diverse meanings of the
word value (economic, moral and semantic value) as interdependent
aspects of any action by motivated agents (Graeber, 2001, see also
Waldby, 2000). Graeber argues that value is what we desire and work
for and that it is revealed in action, not through deliberation. He
aspires to overcome what can be described as a logocentrism in Western
conceptions of value and ethics, and attunes the analyst to issues at
stake at a nonverbal level for various actors. This move is important in
seeking to understand emotions that evade articulation for various
reasons. Fredrik Barth follows Graeber in his attempt to attune the
analyst to tacit human practices embodying moral worth, but he adds a
methodological challenge (Barth, 1993): if we observe only what people
aspire to with their acts, we do not capture their own understanding of
what constitutes moral concerns. Conversely, we cannot rely on peo-
ple’s own articulation of values because the values informing their
conduct of life tend to be so much taken for granted that they would
not be considered as worth mentioning. Societies where, for example,
sharing is embedded in social practice, do not discuss this as an ideal,
whereas societies with strong commitments to private property tend to
do so (Barth, 1993).

Values are the object of knowledge for both Graeber and Barth; they
work with an ontological concept. However, when Barth and Graeber
highlight the values revealed through action, they align everything which
is desired with value. This makes it very difficult to argue that something
for some reason is without moral value. The notion of value and morality
could in this framework be replaced by a notion of preference, and in this
sense moral value is in fact subordinate to a game of power; the power to
pursue one’s preferences. This approach is rarely applauded by moral
philosophers aspiring to develop arguments as to why one should prefer
one act to another.

Moral Economies and Exchange Studies: Epistemological Concepts

of the Moral

Durkheim’s contemporary, Max Weber, also worked on moral issues,
but whereas Durkheim used the concept of morality primarily in the
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ontological sense (as the name of a thing we should investigate),
Weber predominantly used the concept in an epistemological sense
(i.e., as an aid in our interpretation of other social phenomena).
Weber’s well-known and influential book on the Protestant ethic
demonstrated how a concern with how one ought to act could
interact with the emergence of certain types of economic systems
(Weber, 1992). This approach to ethics has proven itself immensely
influential in the social sciences. Ethics, ethos, the moral, morality,
and value have become concepts that are primarily used to under-
stand a specific aspect of something else, and not the object of study
as such (see e.g., Bateson, 1958).

Of particular importance to recent studies of ethical, legal and
social aspects of biomedicine has been the anthropological study of
exchange systems. A central essay is The Gift by Marcel Mauss
(2000), which laid out a mode of analysis for studies of exchange
systems, and emphasized the pre-existence of relations between
exchanging parties: nobody exchanges anything without a pre-existing
idea about the sort of obligations it would incur on the respective
parties (Frow, 1997).5 Inspired by this work, substantialists have
argued that economies are structured by culture and moral values
(Sahlins, 1972), as in the so-called ‘‘moral economy studies’’ (Scott,
1976). More actor-oriented theorists (the so-called formalists) have
argued that economies emanate from self-maximizing, rational indi-
viduals (Barth, 1967). Igor Kopytoff and Arjun Appadurai have
transcended the divide between substantialism and formalism by
looking at the meanings produced in specific culturally construed
forms of exchange, i.e., by looking at the meaning produced in spe-
cific exchange situations rather than the construction of exchange
systems in general (Appadurai, 1986; Ferguson, 1988; Kopytoff, 1986).
These studies have implications for the analysis of medical exchange
systems, where the meanings ascribed to, for example, organs and
tissue samples, can be shown to change relative to different stake-
holders (Hoeyer, 2004). Mauss has also inspired some social policy
studies, in particular Richard Titmuss’ (1997) famous argument for a
gift relationship in systems for blood donation.

What unites all these studies is the analysis of moral value as an
aspect of economic life, to use it to understand concrete arrangements
of exchanges, and to reinstate culture in economics. The central lessons
of this type of economic anthropology are that exchanges of goods are
culturally embedded, that there is a continuum between gift and
market economies, and that gifting is informed by cultural norms and
expectations.
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Studies of Normative Medical Ethics

Strangely enough, the studies of moralities described above have had only
marginal impact upon the social study of bioethics. Recent studies
assessing the contributions from the social sciences to bioethics do not
even mention Durkheim (Hedgecoe, 2004; Muller, 1994; Spallone et al.,
2000; Zussman, 2000), even when setting out to give a general review of
the sociological perspectives taken on ethical issues (Haimes, 2002). This
can probably be related to the ways in which these scholars have come to
address bioethical concerns. The social scientific commentary on bioethics
can be seen to fall in two main corpuses of work: one emanating from
medical anthropology and sociology, and the other emanating from
studies of power; neither of these is particularly closely affiliated with
Durkheimian sociology.

In the studies emanating from medical anthropology and sociology,
the social scientists typically take a normative point of departure in the
idea that patients constitute a weak, vulnerable, and varied group in
relation to medical professionals, who are more powerful, active, and
homogenous (Gabe et al., 1991). Accordingly, many anthropologists and
sociologists use the analytical distinction between patients’ complex
and ambiguous emotional experience of illness, and unequivocal,
rationalist biomedical definitions of disease, to frame their contribution to
bioethics (Kleinman, 1995, 1999). In parallel to the illness/disease dis-
tinction, they distinguish between patients’ complex moral worlds and
bioethical pretensions of universal clarity (see e.g., Gammeltoft, 2001;
Kaufert and O’Neil, 1991; Nelson, 2000b). The most compelling studies
identify in mainstream bioethics a reduction of moral complexity and an
inability to address the actual social contexts in which moral choices have
to be made (most forcefully argued in Alderson, 1993; Anspach, 1993;
Bosk, 1992, 1999; Gorden and Paci, 1997; Kaufman, 1997; Zussman,
1992). Some bioethicists have identified similar shortcomings with respect
to social context in medical ethics (Hoffmaster, 1992, 1994; Holm, 1996).
This has spurred studies which not only comment on bioethics, but aspire
to a new way of doing it (see e.g., Beeson and Doksum, 2001; Borneman,
2001; Joralemon, 2000; Kaufman, 2001). Indeed a number of sociologists
commenting on the relationship between bioethics and sociology claim
that their contribution should not be regarded as simply ‘‘adding the facts
to normative judgment,’’ but must be acknowledged as a more fruitful,
theoretically informed approach to bioethical issues (Haimes, 2002;
Nelson, 2000a).

The previous section introduced a distinction between ontological and
epistemological concepts, but many of the studies of bio-ethics seem to
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fall in neither camp. Instead, they tend to use the concept of ethics in what
I term a discursive sense. When used as a discursive concept, ‘‘ethics’’ is
not taken to mean anything; rather it is the implications of ‘‘ethics talk’’
that are the objects of analysis. In particular, this seems to be the
approach used when the analyst focuses on the introduction of bioethical
regulation. If we review the studies critiquing bioethics from the per-
spective of medical anthropology or sociology, some of them can be seen
to employ an epistemological concept of the moral, because they pri-
marily analyze the social structure of the clinical setting or the doctor/
patient interaction. Most of them, however, combine more or less
intentionally ontological and epistemological senses of the moral, with
discursive senses, in as far as they seem to work with ontological notions
of patients’ local moral worlds, while using the concept of ethics in the
discursive sense to describe the work of medical ethicists as a game of
power.

A purely discursive concept of ethics is employed in that corpus of
work that takes its inspiration mainly in political anthropology and
sociology. Ethics is here seen primarily as a political technology and the
focus is on the political implications of bioethical discourse and institu-
tions. The proliferation of ethics is viewed as an expression of particular
interests, and analyzed as negotiations between unequal actors (Corrigan,
2003; Fortun, 2001; Novas and Rose, 2004; Pálsson, 2002; Pálsson and
Harðardóttir, 2002; Pálsson and Rabinow, 2004; Scocozza, 1994; Whitt,

1999). These scholars have produced important insights into the power

effect of phenomena referred to as ‘‘ethical’’, not least Nikolas Rose,

who – with inspiration from Foucault – talks of a ‘‘new game of power

[that] operates in a field one could term ethico-politics’’ (Rose, 1999: 188).
This field functions through ‘‘technologies of responsibilization’’ (Rose,
1999: 74), and what might be presented as increased freedom is also a way
of enrolling citizens in government through an obligation to make choices
which will have to be informed by experts (Rose, 1999: 83). This per-
spective has direct relevance for an analysis of the practical implications
of, for example, the informed consent requirement often debated in
normative bioethics. Though mostly discussed as an expression of respect
for the individual, the research participants might feel a responsibility
impinge on them; litigation cases provide relevant examples. Also, some
of the studies emanating from medical anthropology have come to see
ethics as a technology of power which serves unjust systems of exchange,
particularly in the case of organ transplantations (Scheper-Hughes, 2000,
2001, 2002; Sharp, 2000). These studies show how discourses of auton-
omy have been used to further the rights of wealthy healthcare consumers
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at the expense of marginalized groups who come to view their bodies as
resources for the family economy (Das, 2000).

Some of the studies in this tradition, however, see in morality nothing
but personal or institutional interests. Accordingly, they could be
described from a philosophical perspective as a form of inadequately
argued emotivism; like Graeber and Barth, they reduce the scope of the
moral to personal preferences. Though pretending to take a merely
descriptive stance, these scholars in fact advance a moral philosophical
position without realizing the need to justify it. While accusing moral
philosophy of unjustified universal pretensions, these social scientists
endorse a position in the philosophical framework which does not
acknowledge any other form of moral reasoning, and they imbue the
concept ‘‘moral’’ with one specific meaning (i.e., preference) that rules out
other understandings. Existentialist philosophers have taken the argu-
ment further and suggested that this type of position, where everything is
just preferences (a position they term aesthetic, see Beauvoir, 2000:
73–77), is fundamentally irresponsible. However, this need not be an
argument against this type of study per se, because this approach to
ethical discourse has been a methodological necessity in studies that have
generated important insights on the political implications of such dis-
courses, (e.g., Black, 1998; Kelly, 2003; Pálsson and Rabinow, 2004;
Whitt, 1999). Nevertheless, the criticism provides reason for not letting
such studies stand alone.

Social scientific work on bioethics has had limited success in engaging
in dialogue with people identifying themselves as bioethicists. This
probably relates the fact that most of the studies just described embody
either a deficit model, a replacement model, or a dismissal model, as out-
lined in Table 1.

These studies take the form of criticism of ethics rather than forming a
contribution to ethics. Furthermore, they have tended to work with a
black box notion of bioethics as a monolithic, homogenous entity, a fait
accompli striking down on local moral worlds. There has been little
awareness on the part of social scientists of the influence (and impact) on
bioethics of feminist ethics (Walker, 1998), pragmatic ethics (Fesmire,
2003; McGee, 2003), phenomenological ethics (Zaner, 1993), neo-virtue
ethics (Castoradis, 1997; MacIntyre, 1984) contextualist ethics (Hoff-
master, 1994, 2001) and other ethical traditions that work with under-
standings of moral problems in ways more closely affiliated with social
scientific approaches. Thus it is hardly surprising if philosophical bio-
ethicists have paid little attention to the criticisms of social scientists,
particularly when these critiques appear to embody ‘‘straw man’’ rep-
resentations of bioethics, and are made by people unaware of the
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philosophical implications of their own endeavor. However exciting we
might find the respective studies, the reluctance to scrutinize ones own
practice and the lack of respect for philosophical discourses seem to have
generated an emerging ‘‘ethics war’’ between philosophers and bioethi-
cists on the one side, and social scientists on the other.

Summing up the Various Types of Social Scientific Study of Ethics

and Moral

The different positions discussed above are organized in Table 2 to
facilitate an overview. Category A includes studies seeking to develop
ways of analyzing ethics and morality as objects of study in their own
right; Category B comprises studies where ethics and morality are only
concepts to help us understand something else (e.g., exchange systems);
and Category C lists studies inspired by discourse analysis focusing on
ethics as a technology of power. The arrangement in categories illustrates
how studies presumably deliberating the same topic (ethics and morality),
in fact have different objects of analysis and employ the same words but
with different understandings.

Of course, some studies transcend these tendencies (Franklin, 2003;
Lock, 2001, 2002; Rapp, 2003) and embrace an understanding of morality
generated in the tradition of type A and B studies, though belonging to
category C in as far as they investigate ethics, not as a defined analytical
object, but as an emerging social phenomenon carrying different mean-
ings for different people. The merit of this type of approach is to assign
the concept of power no greater ontology than the concept of morality,

Table 1. Dominant trends in sociological and anthropological contributions to bioethics.

Type of

study

Position implied

in argument

Examples

A deficit

model

Social science perspectives

have the sense of context

that bioethics lacks.

Alderson (1993); Anspach (1993);

Bosk (1992, 1999); Csordas (2000);

Gorden and Paci (1997); Kaufman

(1997); Nelson (2000b); Wexler (2000)

A replacement

model

Social scientists have

finally found the ‘‘right

way’’ of doing bioethics.

Beeson and Doksum (2001);

Borneman (2001); Joralemon (2000);

Kaufman (2001)

A dismissal

model

Bioethics is a misconstrued

veil of power and should

be abandoned.

Amit (2000); Bourgois (1991); Harrison

(1991); Nader (1976); Scheper-Hughes

(2001, 2002)
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and thus to avoid claiming that the social descriptions of, for example,
political negotiations of ethical issues are somehow ‘‘more real’’ than, for
instance, moral reasoning or the ability to care.

In my own work, which I now briefly outline, this approach has
been the explicit objective. The project represents not the ‘‘right way’’
of approaching ethical issues, but a personal attempt at finding an
anthropological task complementary to the one fulfilled by normative
bioethics. I describe it here for three reasons: firstly as an example,
primarily aimed at social scientists, of an analysis that explores power
strategies at work in the development of ethics policies without giving
the concept of power ontological primacy over the concept of morality;
i.e., avoids an analysis where reference to moral issues appears to be
naı̈ve at best, ‘‘false consciousnesses’’ at worst. If we want to preserve
room for normative critique (which indeed is the aim of most social
science), it is important to realize that emotivism is not the only logical
outcome of social science critique, and thus to acknowledge moral
theory to be as valid as theories of power. Secondly, the case study
serves as an example to bioethicists of a type of study which does not
pretend to stand on its own as an all-encompassing or comprehensive
analysis, but nonetheless offers a contribution that cannot be simply
replaced by philosophical deliberation. Thirdly, the subsequent dis-
cussion of the study exemplifies how all relevant questions cannot be
contained in one approach; there is a need to accept other modes of
inquiry than one’s own.

A Case Study: UmanGenomics and the Study of Ethics as Policy

This example, taken from an anthropological study carried out in Sweden
that began in the summer of 2000, explores the ethics policy of a start-up
genomics company, UmanGenomics, which is based in the town of
Umeå. This ethics policy, which was acclaimed in prestigious journals
such as Nature (Abbott, 1999) and Science (Nilsson and Rose, 1999), was
believed to provide a concrete example of how to solve the ethical
problems of commercial genetic research on public biobanks, an issue
that has been substantially debated since the case of deCODE Genetics in
Iceland. The main feature of the UmanGenomics policy was the intro-
duction of informed consent to the DNA collection and participation in
biobanks; informed consent was expected to be implemented by nurses
collecting the samples, and to present potential donors with new choices.

As ethics was here instantiated in the form of a policy, I have found
inspiration in the field of anthropology of policy to ‘‘study through’’
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(Shore and Wright, 1997), that is, to direct research questions towards an
understanding of the development of the policy as it evolves at three
levels:

(1) Policymakers: How the policy takes shape: Who names and frames the
issues the policy will address? What becomes the object of regulation?

(2) Policy workers: How the policy becomes entrenched in social practice:
How does it affect the work of the people expected to procure in-
formed consent from donors, in this case nurses? Do they know of the
policy at all? How do they handle the demands imposed on them?

(3) Target group: What are the social implications of the policy for the
target group, i.e., potential donors?

The methodological principle has been to move between these levels and
mirror the different forms of framings of problems expressed at the three
levels in each other. This has necessitated an understanding of moral
problematizations as expressed through speech acts as well as non-verbal
action. Drawing on the insights of the studies of both Categories A and B
described above (Table 2), a notion of moral interest has been developed
to grasp what is at stake for people in different situations, and to make a
comparison feasible. This comparison has exposed moral problems not
included in the policy, and made it possible to assess the implications of
the ethics policy of informed consent as a clinical practice.

Over the course of more than 80 years of medical practice and re-
search, approximately 60 million samples have been collected and stored
in Swedish hospitals from a population of just 8.5 million inhabitants. It
is only recently these samples have been presented as ethically problem-
atic. By studying the policymaking related to tissue collection and
banking, it has been possible to identify four ways of naming and framing
ethical issues which have established a problem that a policy on informed
consent was seen to solve: (1) Blood samples were presented as similar to
living persons, i.e., no difference was seen between using a blood sample
and a living body for research; (2) the problem was construed as a conflict
between the individual and society, where the integrity of the donor was
supposed to be at odds with the interests of society; (3) the provision of
information to individuals was put forward as a solution to safeguarding
individual autonomy; and (4) better ethics was conflated with providing
more information.

The point is that not all these propositions are shared by the policy
workers (in particular the nurses procuring informed consent) and the
policy’s target group, the potential donors. In my study, I have observed
and interviewed 57 potential donors as they were invited to participate in

216 K. HOEYER



the biobank collection, as described in more detail elsewhere (Hoeyer,
2002, 2003, 2005). In contrast to the four problematizations at the
policymaking level, I found that (1) Some donors do not find blood
samples particularly important; they are much more concerned about
ensuring appropriate access to phenotypic information, a concern that the
policy does not address although a questionnaire is submitted along with
the blood sample; (2) Most donors do not see their own interests as
divergent from those of the surrounding society which in fact is why they
often donate in the first place; (3) Few donors actually read or care about
the information offered in the informed consent process. They instead
request political control over research and express concern about
assuming personal responsibility for the research oversight; (4) Finally,
some donors find more information tedious and burdensome, rather than
ensuring ‘‘better ethics’’. One man who wanted to sign his consent form
but had not cared to read it, said, when a nurse insisted on informing him,
‘‘Are you going to force me [to read it]?’’

It is not that donors see no moral problems in commercial genetic
research, but they raise other moral concerns that have more to do with
the equal distribution of research results, eugenic uses of science, etc.
(Hoeyer, 2004). More importantly, these concerns can hardly be
addressed through individual informed consent! Perhaps this is why less
than 4% of donors responding to a survey on the topic thought that the
most important issue in biobank research was whether they were per-
sonally informed (Hoeyer et al., 2004).

In sum, a particular naming and framing of what constitutes ethical
concerns has taken place in relation to UmanGenomics and this Swedish
biobank. This fixation of legitimate moral concerns is to some extent
inconsistent with the concerns of the people for whom and with whom the
policy was intended to work. The policy has been an apt political
‘‘solution,’’ but an inadequate representation of the concerns of the
donating public. The idea of a solution is central to all policy work:
policies have to present themselves as solutions, even when problems are
only vaguely defined. But what then is the role of anthropology in this
setting?

Discussion: Complementary Tasks and the Inevitability of Hetero-logoi

First, there might be a role for anthropology in understanding the con-
straints on analytical thought produced by policymaking. This necessi-
tates an observer’s position (what could be termed a second order
perspective) with no obligation to contribute to policymaking (interaction
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from a first order perspective). A second order perspective can be
employed by bioethicists as well as social scientists (cf. Wolpe and
McGee, 2003). The proposition offered here is that when bioethics is
supposed to deliver practical guidelines (policies), only those problems
with manageable solutions will tend to be addressed (Weiss, 1986). Renée
Fox and Judith Swazey contend that the ‘‘advisory role to decision-
makers has reinforced the cognitive predisposition of bioethics to distil
the complexity and uncertainty, the dilemmas and the tragedy out of the
situation they analyze’’ (1984: 356). This makes informed consent a
particularly apt solution, and might contribute to an understanding of the
recent emphasis on consent as an expression of respect for autonomy in
the branches of bioethics most eager to influence the conduct of medical
practice.

There were bioethicists involved in the development of the ethics
policy of UmanGenomics, just as there are social scientists involved in the
ethics policies of the HapMap Project (The International HapMap
Consortium, 2004) and UK Biobank (Tutton et al., 2004). However, the
disciplinary affiliation might have less importance than the position from
which discussions about ethics are taken: do these positions necessitate
practical guidelines (i.e., ‘‘solutions’’) in the form of policies or is the
observer free to identify problems that the relevant decision-makers might
not find particularly appealing or manageable?

My study of UmanGenomics’ ethics policy was directed by a search
for subjugated moral positions, i.e., the moral problems not addressed by
the ethics policy. This task resonates with the work of feminist ethicists
such as Margaret Urban Walker (1998). As such, it rests on a moral
framework for which subjugated moral positions are deemed important
and worth uncovering. But, unlike the ethicist position represented by
Walker, the anthropological mode of reasoning presents no argument as
to why these positions should be uncovered. If the type of study presented
here allows us to see that a series of moral concerns are not addressed by a
policy – while our theoretical understanding of policies also indicates that
no policy will ever address all concerns to the satisfaction of all stake-
holders – how are we then to choose which concerns to deal with and
which to ignore?

The making of an answer to this type of question necessitates a mode
of reasoning different from the anthropological analysis of policies. The
point is not to reinstate strong distinctions between description and
prescription (between ‘‘is’’ and ‘‘ought’’) and pay tribute to the notion of
the naturalistic fallacy. It is, rather, to note the divergence in research
interests between seeking to understand how a policy comes about (which
positions it marginalizes, what implications it has, and for whom), and

218 K. HOEYER



seeking to provide an argument for why one should respect one position
at the expense of another. The democratic ethos implied in the
anthropological search for subjugated moral positions rests on a meth-
odologically necessary relativism, where all moral positions in principle
have equal worth. This approach can generate new questions such as:
Why is the governance of biobanks reduced to an informed consent
requirement that few donors use? How do we safeguard donors if a
consent requirement does not serve that function in practice? Is it possible
to work into the research structure ways of addressing the larger issues of
particular concern to donors, e.g., equal distribution of research results,
forestalling eugenic uses of science, etc.? The anthropological mode of
reasoning is poorly equipped, however, for answering these questions or
for providing weighty arguments for or against seeking answers to some
of these questions rather than others.

In sum, with my work I have not tried to add to the number of
solutions as such. Rather, I have suggested that there is a role for
anthropology in recasting the problems. This task involves probing the
logic of the existing solutions, questioning the ability of current solutions
to address the problems already launched, giving voice to concerns
otherwise marginalized, and reconsidering whether other problems might
be demanding attention.

Conclusions

It would be naı̈ve to assume that everybody at some point would come to
agree on which questions to ask or anticipate agreement on the possible
answers (Gjerris, 2003). Disagreement about the criteria for arguments,
evidence, and relevance are bound to persist. With the notion of hetero-
logoi, Paul Rabinow (2003) alerts us to the importance of using this fact
productively in order to engage fruitfully with other forms of reasoning,
rather than simply assuming that it is just a matter of time before others
will see the light that has presumably dawned on oneself. While this might
at a first glance resemble relativism, it is basically a pragmatic starting
point for critical reflectivity about the knowledge project with which one
is engaged. Through acceptance of the fact that other traditions work
with different criteria, research questions, and modes of reasoning, and
that no form of reasoning will ever be able to embrace all questions or
generate all answers, it is possible to engage more productively with other
knowledge traditions and see if they can alert one to blind spots in one’s
own research practice. It is not a matter of expecting a complete fusion of
methods, the right level of eclecticism, or a grand theory encompassing all
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the different insights. On the contrary, the point is to relinquish this
project and assume a more modest mode of inquiry embracing reflexivity
concerning its own limitations.

The social sciences generate many important insights which could
develop and inform normative ethical reasoning. The social scientific
mode of inquiry can, for example, test philosophical assumptions about
people’s interests, scrutinize the practical implications of implementing
particular ethical recommendations, and generate new questions of rele-
vance to ethical deliberation. Studies seeking to understand morality as a
basic feature of human lives can challenge or substantiate philosophical
theories. Studies of exchange systems might alert bioethicists to the social
production of systems of gifting (challenging notions of altruism as well
as distinctions between gift and commodity) and provide an improved
empirical understanding of situations in which bioethicists may want to
intervene. Studies of the discursive type can, if not read as a dismissal of
all types of ethics, stimulate reflection on the practical implications of
offering normative guidance to policymaking. Conversely, increased
awareness of philosophy and ethical debate could help many social sci-
entists to reflect on their tendency to reduce morality to mere preferences,
thereby depriving the former of some of the meanings central to the way
we understand discussions about moral and ethical problems as a cor-
rective to our preferences. Therefore, it would be fruitful to enhance the
dialogue, not between bioethicists and social scientists already widely
sharing a research agenda (as in the case of the contextualist studies which
in fact resemble many of the social science studies that I categorized as
belonging to the deficit model), but between scholars wanting to
research fundamentally different questions with fundamentally different
approaches. If we can avoid claiming that we ‘‘finally got it right’’, we
might also better understand how to use the questions pursued by other
researchers to understand the limitations of our own knowledge projects.

The vision offered here is therefore that each practitioner should do
what he or she does best, while remain willing to learn from others about
the blind spots of his or her knowledge projects. This might turn the
battlefields of the ethics wars into a productive laboratory for probing the
existing notions of what constitute the current dangers and the best
solutions.

Notes

1. This paper was first presented at the 4S/EASST Conference in Paris, August 25–28,
2004 in a panel co-convened with Richard Tutton, who came up with ‘‘Ethics Wars’’
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as the appropriate title for the state of affairs we wanted to discuss. Bryn William-
Jones contributed to the panel and provided detailed and very useful comments to

the paper. The project on which the article reports was financially supported by the
Swedish Ethics in Healthcare Programme (Grant 2000/56) and the Danish Social
Science Research Council (Grant 24-03-0219).

2. As will be discussed below there is no agreement on what the various terms cover. In
the following I will use the broad term ‘‘bioethics’’ to denote the various approaches
to normative deliberation on issues relating to biomedical research, healthcare and
the health services, and ignore the uses of the term in studies of e.g., agricultural

research etc.
3. There is a contest over disciplinary identities and no agreement on self-labelling. In

the following I use the term ‘‘bioethicist’’ to denote scholars working with explicit

normative intent irrespective of their disciplinary background in moral philosophy,
various forms of applied ethics, or medical ethics, and I focus on the relationship
between qualitative social science perspectives and bioethics, thus leaving aside the

legal perspectives which seem to make a much better fit with bioethics. Also, as noted
below, there are some bioethicists willing to embrace social science perspectives and
some social scientists willing to view their work as forms of ethics. The focus in this

paper, however, remains on the reasons for limited dialogue.
4. The distinction between ontological and epistemological concepts is adapted from

Kirsten Hastrup (2002), while the term discursive concepts has been added by the
author.

5. It has been pointed out by Sigaud that The Gift was interpreted by his contempo-
raries as of relevance to the study of primitive law; the establishment of duties
(Sigaud, 2002). The reading of the essay as concerning exchange stems from the

1960s, but is the most prevalent today and the type of reading that I have applied.
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