
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cngs20

New Genetics and Society
Critical Studies of Contemporary Biosciences

ISSN: 1463-6778 (Print) 1469-9915 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/cngs20

Trust, morality and altruism in the donation of
biological material: the case of Portugal

Susana Silva & Helena Machado

To cite this article: Susana Silva & Helena Machado (2009) Trust, morality and altruism in the
donation of biological material: the case of Portugal, New Genetics and Society, 28:2, 103-118,
DOI: 10.1080/14636770902901413

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/14636770902901413

Published online: 28 May 2009.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 350

View related articles 

Citing articles: 1 View citing articles 

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cngs20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/cngs20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/14636770902901413
https://doi.org/10.1080/14636770902901413
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cngs20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cngs20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14636770902901413
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14636770902901413
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/14636770902901413#tabModule
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/14636770902901413#tabModule


Trust, morality and altruism in the donation of biological

material: the case of Portugal

Susana Silvaa and Helena Machadoa,b�

aResearch Center for the Social Sciences, University of Minho, Portugal; bCenter for

Social Sciences, University of Coimbra, Portugal

This paper examines a number of social, ethical and cultural issues related to the

application of biotechnology. The focus of the paper relies on two different cases

of governing biotechnology in Portugal, referring to donation of biological

material: the act of donation of eggs and sperm; and volunteers for donation of

DNA material for the forensic national DNA database. We analyze the

discourses on donation of biological material framing them in rhetorical

devices of gift, altruism, informed consent and social responsibility. This comes

blended with still unclear and emergent regulation and policies of access,

retention, preservation and governing of biological material and of donors’

identification. The risks are mitigated by narratives of science and technology

as social progress and providers of public good and health benefits, as well as

by underlining the individual responsibility in this domain and by reinforcing

the rhetoric of gene quality, based on socio-cultural and bio-genetic criteria.

Keywords: donation of human biological material; quality and safety; altruism

1 Introduction: the rhetoric of quality and safety

This paper intends to question the normative contents and moral meanings that

frame the construction of a technical-genetic project surrounding the donation of

human biological material. We argue that such phenomena could give rise to the

creation of multiple inequalities in terms of power, property and citizens’ inter-

actions with biotechnology based on the analysis of the act of donation of

gametes to medical genetic databases and in the context of the constitution of the

forensic national DNA profiles databases for forensic purposes through the collec-

tion of samples from volunteers. These two sorts of biobanks show an interesting

analogy and common rhetorical devices in the sense that public good, individual

rights and responsibilities, altruistic motivation of donors and informed consent

are being framed.

Similarly to other European countries, the dominant discourses in Portugal

surrounding the donation of gametes and of DNA samples for civil and criminal
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identification purposes are located in a wider political and governmental strategy of

detection, prevention and reduction of illnesses, and of crime prevention, deter-

rence and combat. These arguments may contribute towards the limitation of

citizens’ chances to question or criticize them, in the sense that they reinforce

the public trust in medicine and law by emphasizing their potential present and

future benefits for everyone and their efficient and disinterested contribution to

elimination of illness, crime and insecurity. In the context of eggs and sperm

donation, as well as in the context of giving samples for inclusion in DNA profiles

databases for civil and criminal identification purposes, the political discourses are

supported by narratives of science and technology as social progress (Rose 2001)

and as providers of public good and health benefits (Williams and Schroeder 2004).

This collection of practices poses a challenge to traditional regulation in the ways

it depends on the reconciliation of political demands of protecting science and

public interest, whereas public trust is the key measure of political success or

failure (Jones and Salter 2003). New forms of regulation of the donation of human

biological material engender a public sense of confidence in medicine and technol-

ogy, but need to incorporate answers to their risks and uncertainties in order to

guarantee the citizens’ trust in the promises of quality and safety of the genetic

databases and the intentions and practices of those who hold the power to collect

and use genetic information in the context of medical and forensic applications

(Williams et al. 2004).

The announcement of the Portuguese Council of Ministers of 24 April 2008,

regarding a law proposal which intends to transpose into the internal legal

framing the European regulations concerning the donation, procurement, testing,

processing, preservation, storage and distribution of human tissues and cells, reaf-

firmed the importance of guaranteeing high quality safety standards on appropriate

technical and laboratory measures and on scientific and organizational require-

ments, circumscribed to the harmonization and international standards (Portuguese

Council of Ministers 2008). This document also outlines the ethical and moral prin-

ciples that should guide the human biological material donation programs – no

payment, but altruism, solidarity, equity, transparency, accessibility and anonym-

ity,1 the latter is variable according to particular national characteristics associated

with their respective legal and juridical framing.

In his speech during the public announcement of the law proposal regarding the

forensic DNA profiles database on 1 June 2007, the Portuguese Justice Minister

stressed the advantages of science in the service of justice, as a way to make for-

ensic procedures faster, more accurate, precise and trustworthy. Concurrently, a

justice allied with science should be more prepared to serve the public good, in

possession of the means to find out more effectively the real offenders and to

acquit the wrongly accused (Portuguese Justice Minister 2007). It also stressed

the quality of scientific and laboratorial proceedings, assured by global mechan-

isms of technological harmonization, and always in view of a logic of transparency

of procedures and respect for the confidentiality of data and individual rights. This
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political rhetoric also presents the creation of a forensic DNA profiles database as

an indispensable step towards the democratic consolidation of citizenship and as a

civilizational advance for Portuguese society, henceforth further included in the

ensemble of the more developed societies. The technology of identifying individ-

uals through DNA profiles is thus configured as a socio-technical instrument

which serves the purposes of a sort of moral landscape associated with scientific

development and the benefits of the articulation between justice and technology,

on the one hand, and with the protection of society from the threat of crime, on

the other (Cutter 2005).

These narratives highlight the importance of the voluntariness in the donation

of human cells and promote the notion that the knowledge of the genetic profile is

fundamental for security, well-being and personal identities, giving rise to several

strategies that aim to maintain ontological relationships between the human cells

and their donors, in technical, moral and legal terms (Pennings 1997, Ploeg 2002,

Sheldon 2005, Thompson 2005, Donovan 2006). Both cells and donors are more

and more subjected to an extensive medical, social, sexual, familial and genetic

evaluation (e.g. Barratt et al. 1998, Waldby 2000, Borrero 2002, Soini et al.

2006) with the main stated objective of guaranteeing quality control, which is sup-

posed to ensure health and security for present and future human generations, in a

context of transforming human cells into medical goods (Tober 2001, Barney

2005) and instruments of “biosurveillance” (Williams and Johnson 2004). The

cultural work of making the “truth” of genetics and biology meanings as a source

of personal identity and human relatedness is supported by the social images of

techno-science as objective, rational and disinterested; to geneticize identity and

genealogy naturalizes the truth (Nash 2004) and, at the same time, it combines the

socialization of the public understanding of science with the biologization of the

social values (Franklin 2006); that is, the process of learning scientific culture and

how to live within it reinforce the idea that social values have biological grounds.

The concern with the quality, safety, effectiveness and efficiency of the scientific

and police investigations and of the clinical and laboratorial practices that in some

way deal with human biological material is framed in a socio-cultural and political-

ideological context where, over the last three decades, medicine, justice, science

and technology have been confronted with a sort of legitimacy crisis (Habermas

1970, Beck 1992). Several social and professional groups have responded to this

not only through claims of quality and safety, but also through the emphasis on

social responsibility and on the democratization of decision-making and debate

processes (e.g. Vayena et al. 2002, Land and Evers 2003, Soini et al. 2006, Nuffield

Council on Bioethics 2007). The good practices, the purification of laboratorial

environment and human cells, and the protocols in absolute conformity with law

and ethics and the national, European and international regulations, appear as

elements that may contribute towards the leveling of biotechnologies and nature,

in the way they must be added to techno-medical practices in order to ensure the

reliability of biological material (Franklin 2006).
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Through the analysis of the recruitment processes of egg donors, sperm donors

and volunteers we intend to show how the legal admissibility of reproductive cells

(eggs and sperm) donation and of the collection of DNA material from volunteers

for forensic purposes are articulated with their respective medical and political uses.

The rhetoric of gametal quality and safety of DNA profiles databases encourages

the social construction of gift, altruism, free and informed consent of the citizens

and their social responsibility, supported by biotechnology, on the elimination of

illness, prevention of crime and guarantee of security. The organization of these

projects of potential donors of human biological material evidences an individual

focus of informed consent and responsibility, while attention to the duties pertain-

ing to the custodians of such biological banks and to the institutions that fund them

is missing (Williams and Schroeder 2004). They include tacit and powerful narra-

tives by which a political community makes binding collective choices and pro-

duces and validates collective knowledge and public trust (Jasanoff 2005).

Empirically, we adopt a multidimensional perspective, of qualitative and inter-

pretative type, grounded on the following sources of information: the law of

assisted reproductive technologies (Law no. 32/2006 of 26 July) and the law con-

cerning the national DNA profiles database for civil and criminal identification pur-

poses (Law no. 5/2008 of 12 February); interviews conducted with experts that

were part of the commission appointed by the Minister of Justice which prepared

the law proposal for the DNA profiles database; information available in the web-

sites of two non-public centers for reproductive medicine that recruit egg donors

and/or semen donors in Portugal; and news articles published in the national

press about the intentions to create the first egg and sperm public bank in this

country. First, we reflect on the complex configurations and the moralization of

“biocitizenship” as a concept which describes the multiple and complex processes

by which groups and individuals are involved and reconstruct their identities in

their encounters with biotechnology as a technology per se, but also as information

and a source of power (Rose and Novas 2005), in the latter case as a set of rights

and duties associated with forms of surveillance and social control based on the

scientific and technological knowledge of human cells. Secondly, we analyze the

complexity of the modes of intersection between the diverse biogenetic, socio-cul-

tural, political-ideological and juridical-legal meanings underlying the selection

and scrutiny mechanisms of potential donors and volunteers.

2 From the right of information to the duty of gratuitous and volunteer

donation

In a context in which the rhetoric of socio-political commitment is emphasized with

the need to increase the number of births in Portugal,2 on one hand, and with the

combat of crime and terrorism, on the other, the medical and political discourses

around the law of assisted reproductive technologies and the law of the forensic

national DNA profiles database may play a role in the promotion of the duty to
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participate in the reproduction of human beings and to cooperate with public secur-

ity. This might form a moral landscape and act as an individual responsibility for

the future collective well-being. The right to information aiming to provide

informed consent may in this fashion be reconfigured into the moral duty to

comply with medical and technical interventions on the cells and human bodies

so that they may originate healthy children (Ettorre 2000, Silva 2008) and render

an “objective” measure of individual identity. We intend to discuss the emergence

of a new morality that “forces” the “good”, healthy and altruistic citizen, to volun-

tarily and gratuitously give her/his eggs and sperm and to present the State with a

sample of her/his own body as a gift for the common good (Rose and Novas 2005).

In the 18th article of the assisted reproductive technologies law the buying and

selling of eggs and semen is prohibited. Hence, the law has no reference to the

existence of any other modes of economic, reproductive and symbolic incentives

that are used in Portugal in the context of gamete donation, namely: (a) the possi-

bility to examine the donors’ health exhaustively and gratuitously, testing, in par-

ticular, their respective reproductive capacity; and (b) the offering of economic and

symbolic compensation to the donors for their gift (see Table 1). It is important to

pay attention to the fact that the motives that lead someone to donate their gametes

are multiple and complex and are not limited to financial and clinical incentives, to

the possibility of helping someone, or the satisfaction for the display of altruism;

the desire itself to disseminate the donor’s own genes also represents a strong

motivation for the donation of gametes, which may be accompanied by a potential

reward associated with the establishing of bonds regarding the born children

without having to assume legal responsibilities (Tober 2001).

The main advantage of such rewards is the fact that they don’t pervert the moral

significance of gamete donation, while reinforcing the normative principles of

quality, safety and gratuitousness in this domain. However, the offering of a com-

plete and exhaustive study of the donor’s reproductive health may stand as a new

form of perpetuation of inequalities in terms of power and property relations

(Inhorn and Balen 2002, p. 15, Plows and Boddington 2006), by contributing to

the allurement of women and men whose economic, social and cultural resources

might not allow them to access such kind of possibilities without having to resort to

gamete donation.

The female donors do not receive a gratitude certificate nor compensation for the

inconvenience caused which are given to the male donors, but rather compensation

for the treatment they are submitted to (Haimes and Luce 2006). There is an under-

lying gender ideology to this distinction, which promotes egg donation as a duty, as

opposed to the donation of semen, seen as a benefit for which there should be sym-

bolic gratitude for the inconvenience caused for men.3 The dominant idea that it is a

woman’s duty to cooperate in egg donation programs is also extended to other

domains, as in the fact that the woman should understand her altruistic attitude,

which seems to be associated with the acceptance of treatment risks, supposedly

minimal and tolerable:
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It is very important that the donor gets the far reaching aim of her altruistic attitude.

She must understand and accept the treatment’s risks. . . . It is a process in which the

risks are minimum and tolerable. (AVA Clinic 2008)

The women shall then accept the duty to altruistically sacrifice themselves for the

sake of motherhood, which implies, in the case of egg donation, the (re)production

of the sense of positive acceptance of pain and uncertainty, the participation in

several sorts of biomedical intervention and the naturalization of risks (Becker

and Nachtigall 1994, Lupton 1999).

The rights to freedom, autonomy and privacy may thus be transformed into the

duty to consent to the risks involved in the gamete donation procedures. In the end,

altruism may emerge as a “transcendent quality” of especially feminine gametes, as

a “secondary commodity” (Marx 1995 [1867]) whose valuation intends to sell the

quality gametal product by redefining it as a gift (Mauss 1954), thus concealing the

(re)production of unequal distribution of rewards, risks and responsibilities that is

underlying to gamete donation (Haimes 1993, Haimes and Luce 2006).

According to article 6 of the law of the DNA profiles database, the collection of

volunteers’ samples may only take place under a statement of “free, informed and

Table 1. Some modes of incentive used in gamete donation in Portugal.

Egg donors Sperm donors

Economic and

symbolic

compensation

† “The majority of donors feel very

accomplished for the fact that they

have the chance to help an infertile

couple to start a family with the

birth of a much desired child.”1

† “The woman also receives from

500 to 750 euro as a

compensation for the treatment

that she will be submitted to.”4

† “The man who donates his sperm

receives a gratitude certificate.” 4

† “This act [sperm donation] is

economically compensated for

the inconvenience caused.”3

Gratuitous and

exhaustive health

evaluation

† “In order to be accepted in the egg

donation program, they will be

submitted to a reproductive system

check-up . . . which will provide us

with valuable information

regarding the donor’s fertility, her

health status, and a specialized

evaluation concerning their

potential for motherhood, greater

than any other woman who would

want to get pregnant on her own

would get.”2

† “The donation of semen is a

voluntary act by which a healthy

man, with optimum semen quality,

makes a gift of gametes.” 3

Source: 1http://www.avaclinic.pt/doacao.htm;
2http://www.ivi.es/prt/pacientes/ovocitos.htm;
3http://www.ivi.es/prt/pacientes/semen.htm;
4http://www.correiomanha.pt/comentario.asp?idCanal¼0&id¼208125 [Accessed 6 May 2008].
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written” consent, which symbolizes the transformation of cells into an object of

knowledge and intervention and the reconfiguration of the relationship between the

volunteer citizen and their biological material in a techno-scientific relation for foren-

sic purposes. The sample is received by the State as a voluntary gift, transformable

through biotechnology into the genetic identity of the volunteer in question, whose

profile that is obtained in this manner may be cross-referenced with other types of

files mentioned in the law – files of formal suspect profiles; of convicts; of pro-

fessionals who conduct the collection and analysis of samples; and of dead bodies,

parts of dead bodies or things found on crime scenes or civil identification sites

(no. 3 of article 20 of Law no. 5/2008). The citizen issues a clear sign of confidence
in the State and science by taking the initiative of addressing the proper institutions in

writing, whether it’s the Scientific Police, or the National Institute of Legal Medicine

in order to donate a biological sample and consent to the inclusion of the respective

DNA profile into the database created for civil and criminal identification purposes.

This procedure serves the common good; at the same time it reinforces the individual

sense of belonging to society and the motivation to participate in social cohesion and

harmony by manifesting responsibility as a citizen in the fight against crime and in

purposes of civil identification (victim and missing persons identification).

The law of assisted reproductive technologies asserts the confidentiality of non-

genetic donor information, but we note several reconfigurations in the modes of

access to information that is secret to begin with: for example, the revelation of

the identity of the donor, who specifically allowed such information to be given

to the person born with her/his gametes, in case she/he wants to know about a

possible legal impediment to a prospective marriage, or upon ponderous reasons

acknowledged by a judicial verdict (article 15, no. 1, no. 3 and no. 4 of Law no.

32/2006). The apparent guarantee of donor anonymity favors, in fact, the mainten-

ance and potential solidification of social relations formed through gamete

donation, by promoting the image of genes as a carrier of unique and unrepeatable

information that distinguishes the individual and identifies her/him, but also as an

element which fosters social and emotional connections, possibly distanced in time,

as something that could be named “biosociality” (Rabinow 1997).

The risk of compression of the gamete donor’s and the volunteer’s individual

rights and the uncertainties regarding some technical and scientific procedures,

are softened or suppressed, without any discussion surrounding the possible

modes of consent and certification of the participant’s rights (Machado and Silva

2008). Some recent contributions suggest that informational consent is quite

limited for most donors and quite insufficient to legitimize such collective projects

(O’Neill 2002, Williams and Schroeder 2004).

3 Processes of citizen’s monitoring: “are we all potential donors”?

In the preliminary text of Directive 2004/23/EC, concerning the establishment

of norms for quality and safety regarding the donation of human biological
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material, it is acknowledged that the availability of human tissue, cells and organs

depends on the existence of citizens willing to make donations, therefore highlight-

ing the necessity to promote information and awareness campaigns at national and

transnational levels based on the theme “we are all potential donors”. However, the

fulfillment of the apparent possibility that any citizen could become a biological

material donor depends on the existence of some requirements. Above all, what

we intend to show here is how the donor monitoring criteria display factors of

biological and genetic sort, but overall socio-cultural, economic, moral and

emotional, whose articulation is complex and heterogeneous, revealing some

parallelisms between the body and the social structures (Featherstone and Turner

1995).

Article no. 6 of the forensic national DNA profiles database law regulates its

gradual and phased construction from the collection of biological samples from

volunteer citizens that, in a “free and informed” manner, agree to donate their

“genetic fingerprint”. According to the Portuguese law, “volunteer” citizens are

not only the relatives of missing persons or unidentified victims, when it

happens to be the case, but also anyone who wishes to donate a sample for entry

in the national DNA database, where the Portuguese law configures the only

case in Europe.4 The potential donors must address, in writing, their request for

sample collection to the competent entities for laboratorial analysis of the respect-

ive samples (the Laboratory of the Scientific Police and the National Institute of

Legal Medicine), which symbolically means the maximization of choice and

sense of individual responsibility in the maintenance of social order by these citi-

zens, who decide to donate their cells to the State so that these may be analyzed and

integrated in a database which aims to combat criminality and to guarantee public

security and tranquility. As for the formal suspects who donate samples for criminal

investigation purposes they cannot be seen as volunteers. The construction of a

forensic DNA profiles database in Portugal thus feeds on the idea that ordinary

citizens’ participation in it is needed and should be valued (Evans and Plows

2007). However, this sort of public participation fosters the increase of mandatory

volunteerism as good citizenship (Marx 2006) which projects modes of reproduc-

tion of the social distinctions between the respectable law-abiding citizens – the

“volunteers”, on one hand, and the suspect citizens – seen as mandatory donors,

on the other (Ploeg 2002).

In the 10th article of the assisted reproductive technologies law gamete quality

guarantee is required in the donation of eggs and spermatozoa, which promotes

an implicit distinction between those who should be reproduced – the healthy

bodies – and those who should not be reproduced – the ill bodies (Ettore 2000).

According to the information conveyed in the websites of two private clinics

that recruit eggs and sperm donors in Portugal, as well as in the news articles

about the recruitment strategies that the first Portuguese egg and sperm public

bank would engage,5 the evaluation of gamete quality appears to depend not

only on bio-genetic elements, but also on the social, cultural and moral
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characteristics of the donors, namely: (a) to exclude the woman or man with genetic

and/or hereditary diseases, as well as those who have habits seen as unhealthy

(tobacco, alcohol or drugs use); (b) the cariotype’s normality and the adequacy

of the reproductive system and/or gametes to the technical procedures they will

eventually be submitted to; (c) to have optimum quality sperm, that is, “to be

able to render samples with a total of 90 million spermatozoa with good motility,

which implies 4.5 times more than what the World Health Organization considers

to be normal” (IVI 2008); (d) egg donors will be required to be between 18 and 35

years old, and semen donors to be between 18 and 48 years old; (e) to have a rela-

tively high educational level or to exercise a socially acknowledged occupation

and, preferably, one that is valued; or (f) to display a voluntary and altruistic attitude

(see Table 2). It seems that social, cultural and moral prerequisites (such as high

educational levels, a valued occupation, a voluntary and altruistic attitude or

healthy lifestyles) must be added to medical reasons (like the exclusion of those

with genetic or hereditary diseases) behind the required donor characteristics in

order to ensure optimum quality both of biological material and of medical practices

in this domain. As Sarah Franklin notes:

quality assurance, not just technical assistance, is now the element that must be added

to biology to make it as good as nature. . . . Quality is about taking away the dirt, the

noise, the pollution, the pathology and the “junk” that detract from the reliability of

biological function. (Franklin 2006, pp. 171–172)

The scrutiny of donors’ general health capital is managed by multiple and

distinct forms: the quality female gametes are incorporated within healthy

women from a medical, clinical and reproductive point of view, but also from a

psychological and mental one; whereas the male gametes seem to be disincorpo-

rated by the evaluation of their quality mostly from their respective motility,

freedom from genetic or hereditary diseases and from bacterial infection. The

evaluation of the “health” characteristics of egg and sperm donors highlights a

notion of motherhood which invokes elements of moral and emotional characteriz-

ation and a notion of paternity mostly attached to bio-genetic factors (Haimes 1993,

Machado 2008, Silva and Machado 2008). Also, the medical and technical

procedures that egg donors are subjected to emerge as an opportunity to confirm

their capacity for motherhood, since their gametes and reproductive system seem

to be adequate for bio-genetic procreation, at the same time they prove their altru-

ism and send a clear sign that their greatest wish is above all to have a child, a

feeling that is to be shared among all healthy women. This contrasts with the far

more measured account of male motivation for donation and reinforces the assump-

tion that having children is a natural and inevitable part of a couple’s life, in

particular of being a woman (Phoenix et al. 1991, Ulrich and Weatherall 2000).

In short, gamete donors seem to correspond to a certain social profile –

apparently educated, altruistic and respectable, in good health and with healthy

habits, characteristics that seem to reside in cells themselves (Tober 2001). The
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Table 2. Some characteristics of egg donors and semen donors in Portugal.

Egg donors Semen donors

Good condition of

general health

† “Women that are physically and

mentally healthy can donate eggs

. . . The potential donors participate

in a rigorous medical, psychological

and clinical analysis evaluation

process.”1

† “Ovocyte donors must . . . possess a

negative family history concerning

genetically transmitted diseases;

normal cariotype (chromosome

study); negative study for sexually

transmitted diseases . . .;

reproductive system normality;

physical and mental health;

previous history of fertility and/or
adequate response to ovarian

stimulation treatment.”2

† “In order to be a semen donor . . . it

is necessary: . . . to be physically

and psychologically well; not suffer,

neither the donor nor his direct

family, from serious genetic

dysfunctions or hereditary

diseases. . .. To not suffer from

bacterial infections that can be

verified in blood, urine and semen

cultures. To have a semen quality

approximately 4.5 times better than

normal levels, and that can

adequately withstand the process of

freezing and unfreezing.”3

Age † “Women between 18 and 35 years

old may become egg donors.”2
† “Donors must . . . not be over 48

years old.”5

Altruism and

voluntarism

† “The donor’s voluntary and altruistic

attitude helps many couples to fulfill

the dream of becoming parents and

allows the women receptors to

experience pregnancy and the birth

of a child.”1

† “And it’s possible thanks to the fact

that there are women who take part

in rigorous egg donation programs

in order to help other women who

have feelings just like them and

yearn above all for a child.”2

† “The sperm bank . . . includes the

possibility to accept men who are

willing to make a donation of their

semen samples in order to help

couples or women that, for some

reason or another, need it in order to

be able to have children.”3

Healthy lifestyles † “Then, family history in terms of hereditary diseases and personal habits are

considered – ‘no alcohol, tobacco or drugs’.”4

Educational level

and/or
occupation

† “Donor recruitment is to be made ‘in closed environment’, starting with

informational sessions in each Faculty. . .. Then, professional associations and

unions will be contacted. Only later can it be widened to the general

population.”4

† “The donation of genetic material . . . is accepted from college students and

some liberal professionals, such as physicians, professors or architects,

among others, just as long as they are healthy.”5

Source: 1http://www.avaclinic.pt/doacao.htm;
2http://www.ivi.es/prt/pacientes/ovocitos.htm;
3http://www.ivi.es/prt/pacientes/semen.htm;
4http://jpn.icicom.up.pt/2006/07/13/up_abre_banco_de_esperma_e_ovulos_.html;
5http://www.correiomanha.pt/comentario.asp?idCanal¼0&id¼208125 [Accessed 6 May 2008].
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gene is thus outlined as an element that connects corporeity and social spaces.

The genetification is extensive and profound, and evidenced in the construction

of kinship, individual identity and lifestyles (Ettore et al. 2006).

The biologization and ensuing moralization of citizenship stated in the enunci-

ation of egg and semen donors’ characteristics are thus projected into the political

conceptualization of the volunteer figure in the donation of biological material for

the civil and criminal identification database that we find in Law no. 5/2008 of 12

February.6 These are configured as co-constructors of the good functioning of the

social system in its mission to ensure the identification of its citizens in danger situ-

ations (disappearances, catastrophes and crime victims) and in the protection from

the threat of crime (particularly, the most violent crimes, such as terrorism and

sexual crimes). The importance of protection and security in these circumstances

assumes a sort of social and collective nature, which tends to be present in all indi-

viduals, but somewhat transcending them (Durkheim 1997 [1984]). The role of

public trust in the success or failure of biobank projects is evidenced by the impor-

tant function it fulfills in public discourse and politics. Public trust and support are

obtained from the concepts and terminology that materialize those practices if they

correspond with established narratives in a particular society (Prainsack 2007),

such as crime and illness detection and prevention.

In interviews, the experts who were part of the commission that prepared the law

proposal mentioned the theoretical possibility of the volunteer figure to appear in

the set of risk occupations, more likely to be involved in disappearance events –

military, fishermen, firemen. However, the concept of volunteer equally serves

the purpose of the moral projection of citizenship, assuming the outlines of an

“ideal-type” (Weber 1962) of citizen, of a pure form of citizenship that might

not find a match within empirical reality. The following interview excerpt perfectly

illustrates the intent of the narratives collected:

We have started with a project for a universal database. Maybe, so that the idea isn’t

abandoned totally, we choose for now to talk about potential universality, that is, the

State will allow any citizen to be a part of it. It has some ideological content, I mean,

it’s not just for criminals, for the thief, it’s for anyone who wants to.

The idea of volunteerism as vital for the construction of a forensic DNA profiles

database thus serves the purposes of a rhetoric that we find in the discourses of the

experts who constituted the commission that prepared the law proposal for the for-

ensic national DNA profiles database mentioned, but that are supposed to be shared

by the collective conscience (Durkheim 1997 [1984]). This is in order to confer and

adapt some sense into the political action of proposing that any citizen may submit

a biological sample, without concerns, and contribute to a process of ideal formu-

lation of citizenship and equal opportunities of social (re)rehabilitation, in this case

being materialized in a forensic DNA profiles database of universalist and humanist

orientation, which offers the potential of criminal non-discrimination, for it enables

the inclusion of any – and every – citizen.

New Genetics and Society 113



The uses of biotechnology contribute, in the cases analyzed here, to the design of

new forms of social division, classification and inequality based on “biological”

aptitudes as elements of belonging to social groups and of elaboration of “imagined

genetic communities” (Pálsson 2007), while outlining an implicit moral censure of

certain behaviors and lifestyles seen as unhealthy. In the case of the selection of

eggs and sperm donors, the “biological” material could be classified as belonging

to bio-genetically, socially and emotionally healthy citizens on the one hand, and as

ill or potential unwell on the other. These medical distinctions enunciate those who

should be reproduced and those who are not supposed to be reproduced in the

future. The construction of the forensic national DNA profiles database is based

on two distinct groups of donors of biological material: suspects/criminals or “vol-

unteers”, the latter being the law-abiding and respectable citizens. The genetic and

biological evaluations and the medical and technological monitoring have been

articulated in a way that expands the frontiers of biocitizenship moralization, in

so far as the assessment of quality and safety of biological material donation is

being made progressively earlier. In this paper we show how this assessment,

tracing back to the cells, tissues and technical procedures, and to the moral and

ethical principles that guide the behaviors and values of the women and men that

should become donors, may have theoretically unlimited impacts, although

restricted at the present moment, showing once more that nature and society are

not ontologically distinct entities (Lock et al. 2000). This co-production of the

natural and the social stand in the way solutions are prescribed for the normative

problems that confront us today regarding technology and might widen our aware-

ness of alternative and possible socio-technical worlds (Jasanoff 2005).

Conclusions

In this article, some social, ethical, cultural and political dimensions of biocitizen-

ship in Portugal were approached from the analysis of two distinct contexts of bio-

logical material donation: the medical context of gamete donation; and the forensic

context of the constitution of national DNA profiles databases from volunteer

donations. New forms of moralization were highlighted within a wider technical-

genetic project, grounded on the social construction of gift, altruism, informed

consent and social responsibility.

In this political and social project of genetics and biotechnology we watch the

establishment of several parallelisms between some donor characteristics and the

dominant social, cultural and political order, which underlies the representation of

human cells as transmission vehicles of simultaneously biogenetic, socio-cultural

and emotional information. The inequalities and genetic (in)security inherent to

the moralization of the concept of biocitizenship are naturalized through two discur-

sive patterns: the softening or suppression of risks associated with biotechnology by

emphasizing the rhetoric of gamete quality and the safety of genetic databases and

by reaffirming the dominant conception of DNA as an objective measure of
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individual identity; and the purification, a discursive mechanism that stresses indi-

vidual responsibility in the donation of biological material in order to achieve col-

lective well-being – procreation and security, a task assisted by biotechnology.

The discursive imagery surrounding the donation of human biological material

has been oriented by the principles of activity regulation and of juridical-scientific

organization, with the absence of the incorporation of participation mechanisms

and civic evaluations of the modes of social and political management of genetic

data. The appraisal for quality, efficacy and safety of certain techniques and/or pro-
cedures results from contradictory and ambivalent processes that demand a multi-

dimensional analysis that can account for the heterogeneity of knowledge and the

dynamics of expectations, certainties and uncertainties raised by biotechnologies,

often associated with matters of power and control, as well as matters of public con-

fidence in social institutions, whether it’s on a decision-making processes level, or

in the control and monitoring of the results.
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Notes

1. For a systematization of how data might be classified in terms of the degree of anonymity, see

Williams and Schroeder (2004).

2. For the first time in the past 90 years, in 2007, the number of births in Portugal was lower than the

number of deaths. Over the past decade the decline of births in Portugal became a matter of public

debate and the political discourse highlighted the government’s commitment and support

regarding maternity and paternity in order to increase the number of births. For example, in

November 2007, the Portuguese government made a public announcement of the assisted

reproductive technologies regulation (the law was passed on July 2006) which emphasized the

political expectations associated with this initiative: 1750 more births in Portugal as a result of

reproductive technologies.

3. Rene Almeling’s (2006) study about staff–donor interaction in the gendered organization of egg

donation agencies and sperm banks in the United States demonstrates a complex mix of altruism

and financial compensation by which women and men are coached differently about appropriate

responses. The author discusses how commercial fertility agencies, in response to perceived client

interests, highlight the female donor’s altruism while accepting the male donor’s financial

interests.

4. This concept of volunteer is rather distinct from that which regulates police activity in the United

Kingdom, in so far as in the latter, the collection of “volunteer” samples can be conducted

massively and routinely or in the course of a criminal investigation, being aimed at a specific

group of individuals (mass or intelligence led DNA screen).

5. The intended first Portuguese egg and sperm public bank was supposed to begin activities in

September 2006, which didn’t happen because the Portuguese Health Ministry demanded its

suspension until the regulation of the assisted reproductive technologies. That law came into

force on 11 February 2008 (Regulamentary Decree no. 5/2008), but according to information

published in the press, the scientists in the University of Oporto that were involved since the
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beginning in that project, publicly announced in June 2008 their intention to give up on the

installation of the first public center for egg and sperm collection in Portugal, unless the

responsible politicians and/or the National Council on Assisted Reproductive Technologies

would manifest their will to follow through.

6. Forensic DNA profiling and databasing in Portugal has a short history in so far as the law which

regulates the national database for forensic purposes was only very recently published, in

February 2008, and it will only start its effective functioning in 2009.
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