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Somewhat outside the traditional remit of bioethics is the con
cern of a growing number of anthropologists with the 
domain of foundational social ties denominated as kinship. 

Assistance to both reproduction and heredity raises questions 
about cultural consequences at the level of fundamental social 
ties, such as the definition of kin. These consequences comprise 
a specific domain of cultural 'effects', posing analytical concerns 
at a number of levels, including that of method. 

Human somatic cell gene modification has been accepted to 
be legitimate medical therapy subject to regulation by many gov
ernments, including the United Kingdom and the United States. In 
part, this ethical decision is based on separation between somatic 
cell gene therapy and germline gene therapy which would alter 
the gene pool in perpetuity Yet, it has been acknowledged by 
bioethicists since the early 1990s that the somatic cell/germline 
distinction is something of an enabling fiction, as it is unverlfi-
able scientifically at present. This poses several problems consid
ered to be indicative of wider dilemmas in the field of genetic 
medicine. These difficulties attend the increasing number of 
cases in which a patient is no longer strictly (an) individual. 

Kinship relations thus extend the 'human subject' to 'human 
subjects', as is also evident in the traditional designations of var
ious congenital pathologies as 'familial'. The extension is both lat
eral, affecting contemporaneous relatives, and vertical, posing the 
question of 'intergenerational ethics'. 

The argument offered in this short paper, based in part on 
traditional anthropological models of kin relatedness, is that 
'health' comprises an inadequate ethical rubric under which to 
identify the social implications of new reproductive and genetic 
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technology. Instead, the specific effects of changing cultural val
ues and emergent medical technologies in altering and refiguring 
fundamental social ties pose an important challenge to the social 
sciences. As more complex questions of governance arise in this 
domain it wiU become increasingly important to be able to address 
the relationship between changing cultural values and social 
negotiations of 'assisted genealogy'. 
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In some of the societies studied by anthropologists, kinship is 
regarded as the outcome of 'work'. Euro-Americans' also work 
at keeping up kin connections, but do not suppose that the con

nections are actually created that way Their culture traditionally 
told them that kinship is created through procreation (consan
guinity) and marriage (affinity). Here medically assisted repro
duction poses a major question, and one which people have to deal 
with on an interpersonal basis. The question is precisely whether 
or not the work that goes into producing a child through such assis
tance creates kinship among the various parties to the process. 

That concern arises from two facets of traditional Euro-
American kinship thinking: (1) that at the heart of procreation is 
conception, which in lay views takes place at a single point in 
time, requiring only one act of insemination from the father; (2) 
that the act creates a biological (genetic) relationship between par
ent and child which becomes the foundation for future social rela
tionships — the one tie is part of a network of ties, both biological 
and social. The Euro-American system is peculiar in that persons 
may thus be (genetic) relatives without "knowing" they are. There 
are many different ways of knowing: how people 'know' their kin 
teUs us much about their kinship system. 
Kinship Knowledge 

The distinctiveness of these concerns is evident from cross-
cultural comparison. When men and women in Hagen (Papua 
New Guinea) talk about ties created through procreation, they do 
not refer to conception as Euro-Americans understand it, but to 
the parents' continuous work in creating the fetus. Work includes 
both sexual relations and nurture. Feeding the child after birth is 
like feeding it before birth, and a single act of insemination would 
be regarded as an impoverished contribution to the child's health 
and future fertility A discovery that prenatal 'biological parents' 

51 


