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THE POLITICS OF VALUATION: 
Value Disjunctures in Bioethics and Fetal Research During the 20th Century

by Francis Lee, Solveig Jülich & Isa Dussauge

This article has two aims: First, the article proposes to sensitize our analytical minds to 

what we dub “value disjunctures”—clashes, in practice, between different valuations. The 

article proposes a strategy for analyzing value disjunctures—paying attention to how 

different value worlds de-cohere. We ask: What happens if we highlight the periods and 

situations when versions of the world are pulled apart? Second, the article aims to highlight 

how today’s bioethics can neither be read as a tale of democratization of ethics, nor as a tale 

solely driven by ethical disasters. What we offer is a story of how the bioethical yardsticks of 

today were established as dominant in fetal research. The sensitizing concepts we propose 

shine a light on how bioethicalization is a historical process that intertwines what is good, 

with what objects are seen as important, as well as how these objects are understood. 

Bioethicalization is a struggle about valuations, which yardsticks for the good that become 

salient, but also a struggle about which objects should be valued, as well as the nature 

of these valued objects. This article highlights how all matters of value—the ethical, the 

epistemic, and the economic—are intertwined with changing ontologies, thus highlighting 

how ontologies and values are enacted together.
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Introduction

1 All translations from Swedish are by the authors.

Fetuses are valued in many ways. They are often valued in terms 
of non-quantified scales such as emotional and ethical value. 
Sometimes they are valued in terms of their epistemic potential—
as raw material for laboratory research. At still other times they 
are valued as economic objects. However, the value of fetuses is 
often so controversial that the very idea of fetal research leads to 
controversies for researchers, politicians, and organizations. 

This paper attends to a space—fetal research—where the study of 
valuation practices is met by a multitude of controversies and hotly 
contested values. In biomedical research on fetuses, we can observe 
the intertwining of epistemic work, ethical quandaries, economic 
transactions, as well as debates about the sanctity of life and 
abortions. Biomedical research on fetuses becomes something of a 
balancing act for the involved actors, and switching between different 
yardsticks and practices of valuation is common. Discussions are 
sometimes shifted to something “globally more important” than the 
performed values and ethics of fetal research. For instance, global 
vaccination campaigns to eradicate disease, family planning to solve 
pressing issues of overpopulation, or aborted fetuses as waste which 
becomes possible to value as research material.  These examples 
point to an interesting dynamic in studying value practices: the 
constant shifting of valuations and their objects. 

“The fetus is a fetish,” the political scientist Rosalind Pollack Petchesky 
wrote in 1987. By this, Petchesky meant that fetuses and pregnant 
bodies are a political arena in which cultural and social negotiations 
take place (Petchesky, 1987). Shared and contested meanings are 
projected onto the fetus—projections made and unmade by different 

actors. Some of these meanings draw on mundane imaginaries of 
where we come from, while others draw on scientific or political 
yardsticks. Often, and not least historically, these yardsticks of value 
are profoundly entangled with one another, in argumentation and in 
practice (Morgan, 2009). Petchesky’s now classic feminist argument 
intended to politicize any debates over pregnancy and abortion, and 
to lift fetuses away from strictly moral or scientific playgrounds. Or, 
rather, Petchesky like many of the 1980s’ feminists reminded their 
audiences that moral and scientific arenas were, and are, always 
already political. In other words, practices surrounding the fetus 
take place in nested and intertwined valuescapes.

Elsewhere, we and other scholars have attended to how actors in 
biomedicine deal with competing kinds of values in their scientific 
and mundane practices (Dussauge et al., 2015a; Thompson, 2015). 
In this article, we want to hone in on what we call “disjunctures of 
value” in order to foreground conflicts over values in practice. Our 
argument is theoretical, methodological, and empirical. However, 
it is grounded in empirical work we have conducted in the history 
and sociology of biomedicine. The empirical work we draw on in 
this article come from the history of ethics and fetal research in 
the 20th century in Sweden. Much of the research stems from a 
broader research project “Medicine at the Borders of Life: Fetal 
Research and the Emergence of Ethical Controversy in Sweden,” 
which has investigated fetal values in Swedish medicine and 
biomedicine in long-term (Jülich, 2024a). The empirical examples 
are drawn from empirical studies in the project, as well as other 
empirical work from mainly the Swedish context.1

Theory: valuographies & value disjunctures
This article employs what we have elsewhere dubbed a valuographical 
research strategy (Dussauge et al., 2015a). In this, we join in the 
pragmatic turn to values, which argues that we attend to value as 
value practices (cf. Muniesa, 2011). The valuographical perspective 
takes a performative stance to values, going from values as held or 
given to values as made in practice (Dussauge et al., 2015c). Our aim 
is to render emergent the different values, machineries, hierarchies, 
categories, and boundaries, in order to highlight the multiplicity of 
values in the world and allow us to attend to several sets of values 
in our analysis. 

Thus, rather than seeing values or norms as drivers of action, values 
are seen as made in practice. We don’t ask “how do we know what 
values really are?” but rather how actors locally produce, negotiate, 
and contest values in practice (cf. Lynch 2013 on ontography). The 
valuographical strategy aims to avoid pre-established perspectives 

and normative judgment in order to attend analytically to the 
production of values in practice. It stresses the agency of human and 
non-human actors, and how categories and limits to valuation are 
made, enacted, and performed.

This strategy aims to decenter the dominance of particular yardsticks 
for value and to highlight how values are negotiated, contested, and 
hierarchized in practice (Dussauge et al., 2015c). In particular, we 
aim to decenter ethical (bioethics) and economic (biocapital) modes 
of valuing the world to highlight and analyze how multiplicities of 
values coexist, clash, and are negotiated. We want to analyze the 
performance of multiplicities of values alongside each other.

Value disjunctures
In this article we propose that we can attend to what we have here 
termed value disjunctures. “Reality disjunctures” is a term coined by 
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Melvin Pollner (1975) to talk about the fundamental unsettledness 
of human experience. Taking “hallucinations” as a counterpoint to 
“real experiences,” Pollner writes: “Some persons see what other 
persons do not . . . [C]ontradictory experiences of the world—reality 
disjunctures as we shall call them—are puzzling events” (Pollner, 
1975: 411). A disjuncture is a separation or disconnection—in 
Pollner’s case a disjuncture of realities—in our case a disjuncture 
of valuations. The focus on disjunctures highlights the situation of 
puzzling unsettledness of what version of reality should prevail as 
a reference for the others—and thus can be seen as an expression 
of ontological politics (cf. Mol, 1999). According to Pollner “there is 
a fundamental equivocality inherent in certain disjunctures which 
renders problematic the determination of which of the parties to a 
disjuncture is a deficient witness of reality” (p. 411). 

We, in turn, want to suggest that we can deploy the concept of 
value disjunctures as a sensitizing analytical concept, which attunes 
our analyses to separations and disconnections between values—
to disjunctures in valuations (cf. Blumer, 1954). We propose that 
attending to value disjunctures—puzzling disconnects that lead us 
to think about the fundamentally unsettledness of valuation—can 
be a productive strategy for sensitizing ourselves to separations or 
disconnections different modes of valuing. We choose to call value 
disjunctures the moments when it is not settled which value-world 
or value-principle should prevail over the other. 

This strategy of sensitizing ourselves to separation and disconnection, 
we believe, is especially fitting in a hotly contested domain such as 
fetal research—which is filled with actors who believe that their 
set of values are the right ones—and that other sets of values are 
fundamentally flawed. Attending to disjunctures is a valuographical 
strategy that is not different in kind, but in degree. By introducing 
the concept of disjuncture we want to stress the separation or 
disconnection of valuations—where one way of valuing the world 
does not seem to exist in the same value universe as another. They 
exist where different versions of the world do not seem to meet.2

Attending specifically to disjunctures helps us to analyze how 
different valuations fundamentally decohere, clash, or collide. We 
take these disjunctures as potentially being both synchronous 
and asynchronous. That is, value disjunctures can happen in the 
meeting of two valuations in a particular situation, but they can 
also happen when valuations shift over time, or when valuations 
from different places meet. 

For example, take the hotly contested debate about abortion in the 
USA: where worlds seem to decohere rather than cohere. Each side 

2 This does not mean that we want to analyze “worlds of worth” in Boltanski & Thévenot’s (2006) fashion. In our view this a much too cumbersome and philosophically burdened way 
of approaching actors’ value practices. This—just like ethics or economics—reifies particular value worlds as the dominant ones. We want to remain open to actors’ production of 
values in practice. We want to take an emic stance to value (cf. also Dussauge, Helgesson, Lee, and Woolgar, 2015).

3 A note on the language of yardsticks. By using this particular term we follow some of the valuographical language that is outlined in Dussauge et al., (2015c). It would also be possible 
to call it registers, measures, gauges or criteria.

wholly convinced that their version of the world is the right one. This is 
a matter of disjuncture, disconnect, and separation. The concept thus 
draws attention and sensitizes us to the dynamics of disconnection 
and separation—rather than negotiation or interaction. Value 
disjunctures as a concept allows us a window into how people argue 
about what to do, about priorities, and about the making of the 
future. As Thévenot (2007) asks: “Which road to follow?"

An anatomy of value disjunctures
In this paper we propose that we can attend to three different 
aspects of value disjunctures in the valuations of fetal research. 
We suggest that we may productively pay attention to (1) the 
clashes of multiple yardsticks for value, (2) to the shifting objects 
of valuation, and (3) to how objects are performed. These aspects 
of valuation are often intertwined in practice, one aspect shaping 
how the other can be performed. As such, they are meant to 
sensitize us to particular facets of valuation (cf. Blumer, 1954). They 
are meant to help us analyze and understand the anatomy of value 
disjunctures—not to make the final ontological statement about 
the world of valuation.

Yardsticks: The first dimension of value disjunctures that we 
highlight here are disputes over the yardsticks of value.3 Analyzing 
clashes of yardsticks of value means paying attention to the metrics 
that are used to measure value. This can entail paying attention 
to if it is an ethical, economic, or epistemic yardstick that is being 
performed as relevant. These disjunctures are centered on the ways 
of measure the value of an object. For example, is the worth of a 
fetus the inalienability of protecting its rights, or the capacity of its 
aborted tissues to help produce vaccines that can save millions?

Objects of valuation: The second facet of value disjunctures that 
we deal with below is the analysis of objects of valuation. Analyzing 
value disjunctures about objects means paying attention to which 
objects are performed as valuable. In any given situation, it is often 
not given which objects should be valued. That is, there are often 
clashes in which objects are deemed valuable in practice. The 
objects of valuation also change from situation to situation, and 
from time to time. For example, do we value animals' lives over 
the safety granted by the testing of vaccines for humans? In one 
situation or time, the sanctity of animal life might trump medical 
testing. In another situation or time, the opposite might be true.

Nature of objects: The third element of value disjunctures is the 
nature of objects. Analyzing collisions of the nature of objects 
means paying attention to how the same objects are performed 
in multiple and different manners. This could for example mean 
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that a fetus at one particular time and place is performed as a 
sacrosanct and inalienable subject while in other times and places 
it is performed as raw materials for research. 

By attending to value disjunctures we want to stress the importance 
of tracing not only how one set of values comes to dominate 
another, but also to attend to the “indeterminacy, uncertainty, 
and disorder” that accompanies valuation situations (Vogel et al., 
2021: 4). What objects exist and how these objects should be valued 
are often uncertain and contested in locally situated practices 
(Dussauge et al, 2015c). 

This is important, not only because it is difficult but also because it 
shines light on how boundaries are drawn between good or bad, 
between us and them, between now and then. Value disjunctures 
let us attend to the politics of valuations: Which concerns and 
objects of concern should be given the most ethical attention? 
Which sets of valuation principles and interests come to govern 
what counts as good? How do ethics, epistemics, or economics 
come to dominate over one another?  Which value worlds and 
tools should prevail over another? 

A note on valuography, normativity, and materiality
Some notes about normativity and materiality: Is then any valuation 
possible? Can any horrendous act be construed as ethical, moral, 
good, or efficient?4 The strategy of valuography pushes us to 
analyze how actors value the world. Throughout history various 
people have—in practice—constructed what some people today 
see as horrendous yardsticks for value.

For instance: The books of Leviticus and Deuteronomy in the Bible 
hold that certain crimes against Christianity should be punished 
by stoning. According to the Surah Al-Ma'idah (5:38) in the Quran 
stealing should be punished by cutting off a hand. Racist and 
patriarchal oppression seem like horrors to be fought against 
for many in the Nordic countries. However, with a growing 

4 Essentially it highlights the ways in which actors’ value things, for instance epistemic value or economic value. 
Thanks go to our anonymous reviewer for posing these questions.

intolerance against immigrant populations, it also seems that 
racism is a part of the lives of increasing numbers of people in the 
same Nordic countries. The killing and eating of animals for many 
seem to be ecological and moral failings—while for others it is just 
another day in the kitchen. In the Nordic countries abortion is not 
a political hot potato, while in the USA the question of abortion is 
hotly divisive. By looking at humanity in different times and places 
it indeed seems that it is possible to produce almost anything as 
ethical and valuable. From our point in history and culture these 
values and value practices often seem like horrors of a bygone 
barbaric era. True value disjunctures if there ever were any (cf. 
Pollner, 1975).

Is valuation then completely arbitrary? Like the arbitrariness of 
the sign, the relation between what is valued and the object 
of valuation indeed seems arbitrary (cf. Saussure, 2011 [1916]). 
However, importantly the arbitrary nature of valuation does not 
mean that it is solely discursive. Valuation practices are through 
and through material—and it is through material-semiotic 
practices that value is produced and changed by actors (cf. Law, 
2007). The tools and materialities of valuation are numerous and 
have large effects: For instance, the abortion issue sometimes 
hinges on tools and materialities of measuring the start of life: 
heartbeats, breaths, brains—and these materialities shape how 
actors value the world, but they do not seem to in the end 
determine them. 

In the valuographical perspective that we employ here, we believe 
that it is beneficial for our analysis to attempt to be agnostic 
(however difficult that may be) to the values that actors produce. 
To attempt to analyze how actors value the world does not mean 
that we must espouse these values—nor does it mean we must 
decry them. In the valuographical perspective, we want to stay 
true to the troubling facets of valuation and true to the question: 
“how do actors produce value in practice?” This entails remaining 
open to actors’ value practices, but perhaps not to endorse them.

1. Yardsticks: disjunctures of measures
What counts as good has changed over time in fetal research, and 
as we discuss below bioethics seems today to have become the 
dominant manner in which what comes to count as good research 
is measured and defined in Sweden today. In the regulation and 
legislation of how fetuses are to be handled, ethics has competed 
with other yardsticks, such as scientific yardsticks and economic 
yardsticks. Attending to shifting yardsticks for value sensitizes us to 
how matters of concern are measured, evaluated, and calculated 
(cf. Latour, 2004 on matters of concern). Thus, we can analyze how 
ethical, epistemic, production-focused, and commercial standards 

are produced, hierarchized, and collide and how a particular 
standard today (bioethics) has become dominant in evaluating 
the other standards. By analyzing which yardsticks for value are 
constructed and performed as relevant we can become sensitized 
to how particular concerns become foregrounded in practice. (In a 
sense, we are here attending to the production of the “concerns” 
part of Latour’s (2004) matters of concern.) 

The first disjuncture we attend to here thus concerns yardsticks 
for measuring value. How should value be measured in practice? 
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Which technologies, metrics, scales, or tests are constructed by 
the actors and used to assign value? Just as Thévenot (2007) has 
observed, there are many ways of measuring the worth of an 
object. Our concern here is the struggle to decide which yardstick 
for value should be used to assign value in different situations. In 
each situation, a host of yardsticks might be enacted and contested 
as relevant.5

Historically, scientific yardsticks for good research have included 
epistemic yardsticks that measured the value of species specificity. 
For instance, in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth-
century theories of evolution and development were investigated 
by comparing embryo features among different species (Morgan, 
2009; Hopwood, 2015). Material from pregnant women was very 
rare and medical researchers used specimens from local farm 
animals as well as exotic vertebrate embryos to fill in the gaps 
in the knowledge of human embryology. Increasingly, however, 
embryologists such as Swedish Ivar Broman argued that these 
investigations were unreliable due to biological discrepancies 
between humans and animals. Investigations of “lower” animals 
could not sufficiently explain fertilization and reproductive 
processes in primates, even less in humans, and were therefore 
seen as less valuable for research. Human fetuses held the highest 
epistemic value in embryological research at the turn of the 
twentieth century (Jülich, 2022; Jülich, 2024b).

For most of the twentieth century, epistemic yardsticks were 
deemed more important than the ethical yardsticks, such as the 
protection of embryos/fetuses or women’s consent to the use of 
material from miscarriages, ectopic pregnancies, and abortions for 
research.6 Even after the establishment of the Nuremberg Code 
after the Second World War, Swedish medical actors continued to 
stress the epistemic value of using human material for research 
and drug and vaccine development, including the polio vaccine 
(Jülich and Dussauge, 2024). It was not until the 1960s that fetuses 
began to be portrayed as vulnerable and in need of ethical and legal 
protection. Issues around women’s consent were less prominent 
and in practice not considered mandatory. In Sweden, it was the 
introduction of the Transplant Act in 1995 that for the first time 
regulated the use of aborted fetuses for scientific research, and 
from that point, it has required the consent of the woman (Jülich 
and Tinnerholm Ljungberg, 2019). Thus, epistemic yardsticks were 

5 Consequently, situations might also result, where multiple concurrent yardsticks co-exist with tension in the same practice (cf. Lee and Helgesson, 2020). That is, there can exist 
different levels of tension between yardsticks in a situation. From no tension, to incommensurability. But the level of tension is for the actors to negotiate. Furthermore, in a situation 
where a high tension between yardsticks is enacted, there might arise moments where there is never any resolution of which yardstick is the correct measurement of value. In such 
situations, actors need to constantly navigate these value disjunctures in practice, with results that vary. Actors are often aware and reflexive about these disjunctures between 
yardsticks, and negotiate how the yardsticks relate to each other in each valuation situation.

6 There is no evidence that neither embryologist Ivar Broman nor physicians in the network that he was dependent upon for accessing material ever thought of asking the women 
involved if they agreed that their dead fetuses be pickled for the purposes of study (Jülich, 2022). This practice was in accordance with existing laws as well as ethical standards of the 
profession that mostly sought to protect the medical confidentiality of the patients as well as the reputation of colleagues.

7 The discussions surrounding that choice mostly took place between medical experts, and focused on the advantages and drawbacks of fetal tissues as a tool for research (developing 
and testing a vaccine) and for a large-scale production of a vaccine. The main advantage of human fetal tissue was that they were sterile and human, therefore not exposing users 
to possible interspecies infections.

8 Eventually, human fetal tissue was chosen as substrate for virus production and was used as the tool for developing and testing the national vaccine; but human fetal tissue was 
finally abandoned and replaced by other substrates in the large-scale production of vaccine.

the dominant manner of valuing fetuses in research for most of 
the 20th century in Sweden. 

However, sometimes, epistemic yardsticks do not cohere well 
with other, economic, production-oriented, yardsticks. For 
instance, in the 1950s, in a climate of increasing fear of polio 
epidemics, and in an international vaccine race (Wadman, 2016), 
the Swedish virologists in charge of developing a national polio 
vaccine chose human fetal tissues from aborted fetuses as their 
substrate for growing, researching, and tinkering with poliovirus 
strains (Wadman, 2016; Jülich and Dussauge, 2024).7 They deemed 
human fetal tissues as more suitable than monkey tissue for 
epistemic reasons: better immunological compatibility of vaccines 
with human recipients. Besides, human aborted fetus tissue was 
free, and the overall costs of vaccine production were another 
central yardstick, together with national security, in the choice 
between national production and an import of polio vaccines 
for the Swedish population. On the other hand, monkey tissue 
was seen as yielding better antigenicity (vaccine power); and the 
productivity and reliability of supplies were crucial to large-scale 
production, and in these yardsticks, human fetuses were not as 
valuable (not as productive, not as reliable) as monkey tissue.8 
Here, the value of using human fetuses was valued both using 
an epistemic yardstick, but also using a production-oriented 
yardstick, partly economic, partly volume-oriented, which was 
founded on a concern for large-scale vaccine production. 

As we can observe through these examples different ethical, 
epistemic, and economic yardsticks were constantly in play 
throughout the 20th century. The yardsticks proliferate in practice. 
What was deemed to become the dominant yardstick was 
constantly negotiated in locally situated practices.

Bioethicalization and clashing yardsticks of ethical conduct
If we move our lens to the professionalization of bioethics, we can 
also observe how new yardsticks for good biomedical research and 
practice emerged during the 20th century. This also revisits the 
history of bioethics through a new lens, allowing us to discuss the 
temporal shifts of what comes to count as ethics. By doing this we 
aim to show how a manifold of yardsticks of value co-occur, clash, 
are settled or demolished. In this section, we shine our analytical 
searchlight on the development of professionalized bioethics and 
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how it historically came to overshadow other yardsticks for value 
in a process we dub bioethicalization.9 

Historically, bioethics, a discipline established in the 1960s, and the 
traditional medical ethics of doctors have been in conflict with one 
another. Bioethicists have tended to view the ethics of doctors 
as dominated by concern for professional interests rather than 
protecting patients (Rothman 1991; Jonsen 1998). In particular, 
it has been claimed that the principle of informed consent was 
an innovation of modern bioethics. However, as recent historical 
scholarship has shown, considerations about patients’ welfare and 
the public good played an important role in the nineteenth and 
early twentieth century (Maehle, 2016; Maehle, 2021). Physicians 
of this period faced difficult situations indeed. For instance, in 
cases of severely obstructed labor, obstetricians had to decide 
whether to dismember a living fetus through craniotomy in the 
hope of saving the woman, or risk the patient’s life in daring 
to perform a Caesarean section. In Protestant Sweden, most 
physicians stressed that the ultimate decision should be made 
by the woman alone. Yet, what consent meant and if it was 
without coercion from the medical practitioner is impossible to 
know (Franzén, 2020).10 In effect, more than paternalism and the 
reputation of the profession were at stake. But this perspective 
was seldom acknowledged by the early bioethicists who wished 
to distance their “new” bioethics—driven by non-medical experts 
and enacted as “patient-oriented”—from the “old” doctors’ ethics 
(Cooter and Stein, 2013).

The history of bioethics further emphasizes the “critical event 
narrative,” positing that bioethics emerged in the United States as 
a response to research scandals around human experimentation in 
the 1960s and 1970s and new biomedical technologies (for a critical 
discussion, see Wilson, 2014). These scandals also encompassed 
controversies over the drug thalidomide, organ transplants, and 
the definition of death as well as the rise of civil rights movements 
including patient organizations. The nascent field of bioethics 
made itself relevant and became increasingly populated by 
analytically trained philosophers that viewed bioethics as a form 
of applied ethics, and formulated new central ethical principles for 
research, such as respect for persons, beneficence, and justice.11 

As a part of this movement toward bioethicalization, research 
ethics committees were developed in the 1960s, first in the United 
States and then in the United Kingdom as well as in Sweden. From 
the 1970s these national research ethics committees became 

9 In a similar manner, Maria Hedlund uses the term “ethicisation” to describe the tendency to frame scientific and technological issues as bio/ethical and to call for bio/ethics expertise 
to resolve dilemmas and controversies (Hedlund, 2023).

10 Another dilemma concerned confidentiality in cases of out-of-wedlock pregnancies and illegal abortions. Ivar Broman’s reluctance to reveal information about where the fetuses in 
the embryological collection came from can at least partly be understood as a commitment to protect the anonymity of the female patients involved (Jülich, 2022).

11 These three principles are identified in the 1979 Belmont Report by one of the federal bodies conducting such work (The National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects 
of Biomedical and Behavioral Research, 1979).

12 Critical work in the history of ethics has pointed out that this shows that “the critical event narrative” does not adequately explain the establishment of bioethics (Hedgecoe, 2009; 
Stark, 2012; Jacobs, 2021 Tinnerholm Ljungberg, 2021). Critical historians of ethics have also stressed that there are examples of how doctors handled issues in reproductive medicine 
as moral dilemmas centered around the patient|s interest in the 19th century already, i.e. within the frame of traditional medical ethics (Maehle, 2021).

more and more invested in applying bioethical frameworks and 
legal reasoning, and associated yardsticks of value, to medical 
research.12  

Thus, yardsticks from outside medicine and physicians’ ethics were 
increasingly brought in via bioethical practices and institutions to 
value and regulate medical research. Bioethical yardsticks have 
since then become one of the dominant frames for valuing the 
ethical character of biomedical research. But as recent work 
on controversies surrounding research on surplus IVF embryos 
and new technologies such as genetic enhancement illustrates, 
bioethical yardsticks are not universal; national histories and 
sociopolitical contexts condition the dominance and the terms of 
bioethics in today’s policy debates and legislation (Banchoff, 2011).

This section contributes with an additional historical narrative that 
emphasizes the contents of ethics over the professional struggles 
that drove them. We have illustrated the historical process that we 
coin “bioethicalization”: 1) how a specific set of yardsticks for value 
were introduced and became part of defining good biomedical 
practice and research alongside other understandings of value; 
and 2) how a specific bioethical set of values were added to other 
existing value registers (epistemic, economic, etc.) insofar as they 
were not been made to overlap with bioethics’ own yardsticks 
(such as scientific soundness and scientific necessity which have 
been integrated as parts of bioethics’ yardsticks).

The point that standards for good research change over time is not 
new, as the scholarship in the history of ethics has shown. Rather, 
our argument here is that through the analysis of disjunctures in 
yardsticks—the historical spaces in which ethical yardsticks come 
to de-cohere from one another—we can analyze how actors 
value what is good research and good medical practice, “good,” 
in practice, has shifted over time. We opened this article with a 
question: What comes to count as ethical practice in reproductive 
research and fetal medicine? In this section, we have answered that 
question historically by focusing on a first kind of disjuncture—the 
shifting yardsticks for medicine and biomedical research. First, we 
have highlighted how biomedical research is tied to a constantly 
shifting terrain of values, and how bioethics became a central 
frame for valuation in reproductive research practice over other 
measures of what is good research, and secondly, which principles 
have become hegemonic in settling whether something is valued 
as ethical or not. We refer to these measures and principles as 
yardsticks of value.
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2. Disjunctures on the objects of valuation

13 This research was supported not only by the Swedish Medical Research Council but also by American federal and philanthropic funding. In Sweden, due to the fairly liberal abortion 
legislation, the access of aborted fetuses for medical research was less limited than in most other post-war European countries and the United States (Jülich, 2018).

Our second disjuncture deals with the objects of valuation. In 
reproductive research, there are a host of different objects—
things, people, ideals—that are valued at different junctures; for 
instance, women’s autonomy, fetal life, and vaccine production. 
At times, these different objects of valuation (and the values 
actors attach to them) come to clash with each other. It is often 
not self-evident which objects are up for valuation, nor which 
objects are valuable in a given situation. The core of these 
controversies is often a conflict about which object the conflict 
really should be about: first, about which objects of value exist, 
and then about which object of value should be acknowledged as 
most valuable over others. At one point in time, it might be the 
sacred life of the fetus that is the object that matters, at other 
points in time, it might be the value of aborted fetuses as research 
objects or vaccine production, and still, at other points, it might 
be female autonomy that is prioritized over other concerns. 

In this section, we explore two historical examples in which 
value disjunctures of objects are an effect, and a part, of specific 
actors’ actions. That is, how different actors attempt to change 
the focus of valuation to their object of choice. 

Dichotomies: lifesaving vaccines for the living on the basis 
of aborted fetuses 
In 1952, Sven Gard, the head of the national, and public, polio vaccine 
development project, and an internationally renowned virologist, 
was quoted in an interview saying that although possibly morally 
disturbing, the large-scale use of fetal tissue cultures to produce the 
national polio vaccine must be seen as the “bright side of the abortion’s 
medal” (Bernholm, 1952). In its context, this assertion was realizing a 
difficult rhetorical balancing act: It promoted the systematic use of 
aborted fetuses in virology while at the same time acknowledging 
that that practice did have a backside (for a discussion, see Jülich and 
Dussauge, 2024). Through the use of metaphor, Gard was indirectly 
implying that abortions had a dark side. 

During this time, when abortion and abortion laws were highly 
controversial in the public eye and amongst physicians, aborted 
fetuses were used for polio vaccine research and polio vaccine 
production without the consent of the pregnant persons. Fetal 
tissues from aborted fetuses were used on a large scale in specific 
sectors of Swedish medical research, especially vaccine research 
in the 1950s and 1960s. In the 1950s’ vaccine research, a group of 
scientists under the leadership of Gard set up an infrastructure 
of supply, organizing the transfer of newly aborted fetuses from 
gynecological clinics in the broader Stockholm region, to produce 
tissue cultures from the fetuses’ organs, in order to cultivate the 

poliovirus, use it and research it (Jülich and Dussauge, 2024).

The development of a national vaccine against polio using fetal 
bodies from legal abortions could have become the object of 
controversies–but at the time it did not. Quite the opposite. The 
press portrayed the research team and the trials of the vaccine in 
heroic ways and emphasized the brand new technological ways 
of production: culturing the poliovirus in fetal tissue cultures, 
emphasizing the national uniqueness of the method. The involved 
team of virologists promoted this method as an exceptional asset in 
the national mobilization against polio, and brought most attention 
to the goal of the enterprise rather than its methods. In the press, it 
was reported that the Swedish vaccine was better than its American 
counterpart because it was produced from human material instead 
of tissues from other species (monkeys), thus reducing the risk of 
side effects (Jülich and Dussauge, 2024).

So, when talking about how the new method was the “bright side 
of the abortion’s medal,” Gard placed the emphasis on vaccination 
strategies and the national duty to save the lives of children in the 
fight against polio. In Gard’s remarks it was the benefit to future 
children that was enacted as the main reason for using fetal 
bodies. The press supported this view: “One may of course oppose, 
on emotional grounds, the method of ‘making medicine’ of unborn 
children, but concretely this means that the unborn support the 
living against a disabling, terrible disease” (Svenska barn).

Lennart Nilsson, the fetoplacental unit, and the birth of a 
new object of valuation 
During the 1960s a new object of valuation was born and with it 
new ways of valuing fetuses and fetal research. In the research 
conducted by endocrinologists at the medical university in 
Stockholm, a group of researchers developed a perfusion technique 
that made it possible to keep human fetuses “alive” for a short 
period of time after the abortion operation.13 

These researchers created a new object in reproductive research: 
the fetoplacental unit (Jülich, 2018; Jülich 2024c). Earlier on, 
the pregnant woman, the fetus, and the placenta had been 
considered as functioning separately from each other. The new 
object of the fetoplacental unit marked a disjuncture from the 
previous enactment of the fetus as simply nourished by the 
placenta. In the performance of “the fetoplacental unit,” the 
fetus was enacted as an active biological contributor to the 
functioning of the placenta, pregnancy, and fetal development. 
A new ontological object emerged through this new enactment 
of fetuses-placentas as a biological entity. However, this new 
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ontology of the fetus was ambiguous and entwined with ongoing 
value-laden body-political conflicts, as the fetoplacental unit 
not only became a key concept in fetal physiology but also, in 
a perhaps more unforeseen way, entered the visual culture of 
reproduction.  Just as Haraway’s (1997) analysis of the image 
of the earth from space entered a new object into our cultural 
awareness—Lennart Nilsson’s images brought the fetus into 
living color in the cultural awareness. One might argue that a 
new object of valuation was born.

During this time, photographer Lennart Nilsson collaborated with 
medical researchers that conducted perfusion studies on fetuses 
and placentas. Drawing on the more conventional technique 
of placing specimen in liquid, he  produced his soon worldwide 
famous images of human development in connection to abortions 
performed at the women’s clinics of the Karolinska Institute (Jülich, 
2024). The fetoplacental unit played a prominent part in the series 
of pictures that were published in the 1965 Life-story “Drama of 
Life before Birth.” These pictures were soon mobilized by anti-
abortionists to promote the view that the fetus was an individual 
with its own rights (a statement that is both ontological and 
value-laden). 

On the other side, many sex educators and supporters of abortion 
rights used the same pictures to promote women’s empowerment 
over their pregnancies and possible abortion decisions. Many 
feminist scholars interpreted Nilsson’s photographs within that 
context of contemporaneous politics of reproduction and argued 
that the lack of pregnant bodies in Nilsson’s pictures was erasing 
women’s experiences of pregnancy, portraying the fetoplacental unit 
as an independent entity, and thereby supporting the anti-abortion 
standpoint that the fetus was an individual with its own rights (Jülich, 
2024). Thus, the emergence of this new ontological object was 
inherently ambiguous and tied to clashing yardsticks of value.

Eventually, the medical researchers’ “fetal experiments” were 
disclosed to the public and became the center of an ethical 
controversy mobilizing both the media and the medical authorities. 
Was it ethically defensible to inflict such experimental methods on 
aborted fetuses? Clergymen, religious politicians, and representatives 
of the thalidomide victim’s association condemned the experiments 
and argued that the human value and rights of the fetuses must 
be protected at any cost. For instance, a pastor and member of the 
Liberal People’s Party claimed that an aborted fetus at the age of 20 
weeks was to be considered as a unique form of human life, even a 
child. Free church debaters also asked if no consent from the female 
patients was required to use their aborted fetuses for medical 
research (Jülich, 2018).

In response to the criticism directed from religious and other groups, 
medical researchers and authorities stressed the benefits for health 

14 Perfusion studies on aborted human fetuses were finally abandoned in Sweden in the early 1970s for a range of several reasons, primarily the lack of availability of fetuses from late 
abortions after the new abortion law of 1974 (Jülich, 2024c).

and welfare that the studies were expected to bring (Tinnerholm 
Ljungberg, 2024). In particular, the researchers foreshadowed that 
a new thalidomide disaster could be prevented by investigating 
how and with what effects drugs were transferred from the 
pregnant woman to the fetus. In this way, the medical researchers 
attempted to shift the focus away from the experimentation on 
the aborted fetus to the protection of the unborn child. 

Thus, different actors struggled to shift the focus of the controversy 
to the objects that they valued as most important: the health of 
upcoming generations of unborn children, vs. the protection of the 
pregnant woman.14

Moreover, in the 1960s and 1970s Swedish reproductive research 
seemed to provide a tool for solving a perceived global overpopulation 
problem (Ramsey, 2021). In a collaboration between medical 
researchers and pharmaceutical companies a new abortion method—
abortion pills—was developed at the Karolinska Institute. Women 
that had been granted abortion were included in clinical trials of a 
specific compound that was seen as a promising abortifacient. These 
mid-1960s trials were unsuccessful but led to new legislation that 
opened possibilities for prostaglandin research, which supported the 
development of new abortifacient compounds.

However, first a proposition had to be decided by the Parliament. 
Several parliament members who felt uneasy about this research 
positioned their concern for protecting fetuses’ (and women’s) 
human dignity against the research and its goals to save the future 
of humanity. Proponents stressed the potential humanitarian 
value of such work for controlling overpopulation by means of 
family planning. Thus, what mattered most in this context was 
humanity at large and less the fetuses and women in the clinical 
trials. This is a schoolbook example of a disjuncture of objects of 
value: pitting objects of concern against each other as competitors 
in a global valuation.

Disjunctures of objects and temporalities
If the analysis of disjunctures of yardsticks showed us how actors 
establish concerns in matters of concern, a focus on disjunctures of 
objects of value sensitizes us to which things come to matter, or 
come to count as matters to care about—matters of concern—
and the contestations around these matters (cf. Latour, 2004).

The examples deployed above illustrate situations in which actors 
in the field of reproductive research shape valuations to focus on 
the future purposes of their activities rather than the methods for 
them and ethical considerations related to these—the objects of 
valuation are shifted. Read sympathetically, this kind of disjuncture 
sometimes aligns with a frame amplification of the object of 
concern mobilized by the actors (cf. Epstein, 2016). However, it 
might also be read as obscuring the objects of valuations that 
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the actors wish to deflect the attention from, backgrounding 
contemporary debates concerning fetuses. In doing so, one might 
read actors as enacting a temporal disjuncture, by mobilizing and 
valuing specific future objects (e.g., the lives of future children in 

15 From the late 1930s in Sweden, abortion was permitted, but submitted to the approval of a board of experts, on medical, humanitarian and eugenical grounds (1938), on socio-
medical grounds (1946) and in case of risk of serious fetal damage (1963). In 1974 a new law was created that stated that it was for the woman to decide for an abortion until the end of 
the eighteenth week. During the latter part of the twentieth century women’s legal right and access to contraceptives methods and contraceptive education increased (Jülich, 2024c).

a world without polio; the future safety of pregnant people and 
newborns; the expected public health improvements enabled by 
a new technology) rather than contemporary objects of concern.

3. Disjunctures on the nature of objects
Our third disjuncture takes on the nature of objects as a part of 
value practices. It deals with how shifting yardsticks and objects are 
intertwined with how objects are performed. The nature of objects 
is often an unsettled matter that is intertwined with practices of 
valuation in both expected and unexpected ways. In practice, the 
purposes of objects, their ontological status, as well as how they 
might be measured are a matter of contention. 

The nature of objects is not about conflicts about what objects to 
value, but of what an object is performed as being. In a sense, it is 
related to Law’s (2002) and Mol’s (2002) work on the ontological 
multiplicity of objects in practice. An object might be enacted 
in different manners in different situations or might even be 
enacted in different manners in the same situation. This means 
that the nature of an object of valuation is performed by actors in 
practice. The nature of objects is meshed with the yardsticks that 
are used to value them, as well as which objects are performed as 
valuable. What we deal with here are actors’ struggles with the 
nature of objects. 

Sometimes disjunctures about the nature of objects can be 
unproblematic and passed over as the natural multiplicity of a 
thing and in others can give rise to disjunctures—and a need to 
handle these disjunctures in practice (cf. Mol, 2002). The point 
is that the nature of objects, and their valuation, is not a settled 
matter. In the field of reproductive research, enacting the multiple 
nature of the fetus gives rise to disjunctures of value. 

Performing the nature of the fetus 
During the twentieth century, the perceived nature and meaning 
of aborted human fetuses have shifted over time and place 
in significant ways (for perspectives on the US; see Morgan, 
2009; Schoen, 2015; and for the UK see Pfeffer and Kent, 2007). 
The nature of embryos was ambiguous in the contested field of 
contraception and abortion as is the ontology of compounds with 
a contraceptive/abortive effect. 

In Sweden, research on contraceptives and abortion pills in the 
1960s constantly led to the mobilization, clarification, and blurring 
of the biological boundary between anti conception and abortion; 
and between the fetus as an abortable object and a subject worthy 
of protection (Ramsey, 2021). Chemical compounds and how they 

worked in relation to conception had an ambiguous status. Not only 
the researchers, but also the Swedish Parliament, negotiated a range 
of ontological-value questions: Was the compound a contraceptive 
or an abortifacient? Were the reproductive medical trials legal 
according to the Swedish abortion laws? Were the researchers 
harming fetuses or just preventing eggs from implanting? Were 
these fetuses biological objects which could be discarded through 
abortion, subjects worthy of protection, or both?15

In Sweden, a waste regime was established around 1900 by the 
active work of leading embryologists (Jülich and Tinnerholm 
Ljungberg, 2019). According to them the material from interrupted 
pregnancies was nothing but waste for the female patients. 
In the hands of the scientists however, it was converted into 
valuable research material. This seems to be a common feature of 
biomedical work—but was also part of a wider trend of valuation 
in biomedicine (cf. Bahadur et al, 2011). 

However, the notion of aborted fetuses as medical waste 
became increasingly challenged from the 1960s and in the early 
1970s, as the fetus became more publicly visible through Lennart 
Nilsson’s spectacular photographs and the media reporting on 
medical experiments on aborted fetuses (Jülich and Tinnerholm 
Ljungberg, 2019). According to critics, such as religious parliament 
members, the fetuses were living humans with heartbeats and 
breathing worth protecting (Jülich, 2018). Medical experts and 
authorities on their part maintained that the fetuses had no 
independent life and were to be seen as dead tissue, similar to 
amputated organs and tumors. When pressed, some researchers 
claimed that the fetuses were brain-dead and could not feel pain 
or any sensations (this new conception of death would not be 
established until later).

Thus, for these different actors, the human aborted fetus was 
performed in very different ways which had consequences for 
what kind of protection and rights it was attributed with. Medical 
researchers performed aborted fetuses as equivalent to dead 
organs that were treated as waste. For instance, gynecologist 
A. Ingelman-Sundberg, described the Swedish praxis: “Where 
foetuses do not fulfil the criteria for live-born infants according 
to the regulation, or have not reached a size, or come from a 
stage of pregnancy where they would not be regarded as still 
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born infants, they can, as in the case of tumours, etc. be examined 
for the cause of death or used in research and teaching” (quoted 
by Tinnerholm Ljungberg, 2024). Religious critics, on the other 
hand, enacted the fetuses used in endocrinological research as 
living and worthy of protection—or even individuals with rights: 
“A number of authorities in the field of Christian ethical thought 
[...] have all declared in unison that it is unthinkable to use human 
beings on a lower level as objects of research […], even if it means 
helping human beings on a higher level” (Gustafsson, 1960, 42).

In sum, disjunctures on the nature of objects
By attending to disjunctures on the nature objects we wish to open 
a route to analyze how the enactment of ontology (performing 
the nature of things) is intertwined with processes of valuation 
(attributing value to things). By zooming in on disjunctures about 
the nature of objects, we can trace how different yardsticks become 

salient in valuing objects of different natures, how different worlds 
become realized, and how different performed ontologies of an 
object are pitted against each other.

This disjuncture points to the possibility of the multiplicities in 
the objects of valuation. The fetus was performed both as waste 
and as sacred and the biological processes of pregnancy were 
performed in different manners. New objects were also performed: 
the consenting women and the fetoplacental unit, also affecting 
the multiple natures of the fetus. An important point, however, is 
that such objects of valuation do not need to be physical objects: 
they might be processes, people, issues, or anything else. Any thing 
that actors make valuable (or conversely worthless) in practice is 
an object of valuation. For instance, an object of valuation might 
be the process of ethical review in the biosciences, or it might be 
women’s rights.

Yardsticks, objects, and valuations: an analytical summary
Above, we have traced a few disjunctures of value around “the 
embryo/fetus” and fetal research. By doing this we have been 
able to sketch various disjunctures of value in fetal research 
and medicine. Through the analysis of disjunctures of values 
surrounding the fetus, we highlight how what counts as valuable 
has shifted over place and time. This has entailed tracing several 
different values: including ethical, epistemic, and economic values. 

Through tracing these disjunctures, we have analyzed how what 
came to count as valuable, important, and ethical has shifted over 
time and place. During most of the 20th century in Sweden, the 
dominant manner of valuing fetuses was epistemic. In the first half 
of the century, the human fetus was performed as being uniquely 
valuable for researching human reproduction, at the same time as 
economic ways of valuing fetuses were enacted as undesirable. 
However, the hegemony of epistemic yardsticks started to shift 
in the mid-century, and a specific set of values centered around 
the ethics of consent became dominant. As a result of this shift 
the protection of the rights of human subjects—both in the form 
of pregnant women and human fetuses—became central to the 
performance of values. 

We have also observed how different objects were performed 
as valuable at different times. During the first half of the 20th 
century, fetuses were valued not as human subjects, but rather 
as epistemic objects for research or tools for producing vaccines. 
In these performances, other objects replaced the unborn fetus 
as the objects of valuation. For instance, the safety of infants 
through the production of vaccines was valued over the fetus. 

Fetal tissue was also valued as a tool for polio research. The 
value of the fetus was not inherent, but as a tool for research, 
experimentation, or biomedical production. It seems that, in 
Sweden, the larger good of the population and society, including 
unborn infants—the collective—trumped individual or fetal rights. 
Thus, different objects than the fetus-as-individuality were the 
objects of valuation. 

During the 20th century, the nature of objects also shifted. 
For different actors, the human aborted fetus was defined in 
very different ways which had consequences for what kind of 
protection and rights it was attributed with. Medical researchers 
performed aborted fetuses as equivalent to dead organs that—to 
other than researchers—were mere waste. Critics enacted the 
fetuses used in endocrinological research as living and worthy of 
protection—even individuals with rights. If considering access to 
abortion and contraceptives, women’s rights have been increasing 
over time and, somewhat contradictory, in tandem with increased 
rights for the fetus. 

Only at the end of the twentieth century was a new subject 
position, the consenting woman, established. Postwar 
reproductive research also created a new object in reproductive 
research: the fetoplacental unit, which entered the visual culture 
of reproduction with Lennart Nilsson's images. The fetoplacental 
unit marked a disjuncture from the previous understanding of 
the fetus as simply nourished by the placenta; the fetoplacental 
unit emphasized the biological contribution of the fetus to the 
functioning of the placenta, pregnancy, and fetal development.



NJSTS vol 12 issue 1 2024 The politics of valuation41

Conclusion
In this article, we have introduced disjunctures of value as a crucial 
analytical concept for understanding valuation processes amid 
disruption, especially in domains as contentious as fetal research 
(cf. Pollner, 1975). By adopting this framework, we shed light on the 
intricate ways, values are performed, contested, and negotiated 
within biomedical practices. Attending to these disjunctures—
which include yardsticks of value, objects of valuation, and the 
nature of these objects—allows us to analyze the multifaceted and 
often conflicting nature of value practices.

By tracing these disjunctures historically and contextually, we 
highlight how what is considered valuable shifts over time and 
place, demonstrating that ethical, epistemic, and economic values 
do not operate in isolation but are deeply intertwined and mutually 
constitutive (cf. Dussauge et al., 2015). In the Swedish context, the 
transformation from valuing fetuses primarily as epistemic objects 
to emphasizing ethical considerations underscores a broader shift 
in societal values and the increasing prominence of rights and 
consent.

Our analysis underscores the importance of recognizing these 
disjunctures as moments of ontological politics where the clash of 
value systems illuminates broader societal negotiations over what 
counts as ethical, valuable, and right (cf. Mol, 1999). These moments 
of disconnection and separation are not mere anomalies but 
fundamental aspects of how values are constructed, maintained, 
and challenged. By attending to value disjunctures, we gain a 
deeper understanding of how different worlds and value systems 

collide, coexist, and shape each other.

Importantly, this approach also highlights the spatiotemporal 
dimensions of valuation, where imagined futures and historical 
changes play a crucial role in shaping contemporary value 
practices. The dynamic interplay between past, present, and future 
valuations demonstrates that value is not static but constantly 
evolving through practices of negotiation and contestation.

In emphasizing disjunctures of value, we offer a methodological 
toolkit for STS scholars to engage with the complex and often 
contentious nature of valuation. This approach not only enriches 
our understanding of the politics of valuation but also provides 
a lens to critically examine how different values and ontologies 
are enacted in practice (cf. Lynch, 2013). By foregrounding these 
disjunctures, we call for a more nuanced and critical engagement 
with how values are unmade and clash in the contested terrains of 
science and technology.

Ultimately, understanding value disjunctures is essential for 
grasping the ongoing negotiations that shape our world. These 
disjunctures reveal the underlying tensions and conflicts that 
actors struggle with, highlighting the importance of critically 
examining the processes through which values and ontologies are 
constructed and contested. In doing so, we aim to contribute to a 
more reflexive and informed discourse on the politics of valuation, 
urging scholars and practitioners alike to attend to the clashes, 
complexities, and nuances that define our multiple realities.
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