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                Rachel Forman
   Week 5 Reading Response
   In “The Tyranny of the Gift,” Nancy Scheper-Hughes explores the
   phenomenon of living-related organ donation. The ethics of
   living-related organ donation (as opposed to paid kidney sellers) are
   not usually questioned, and instead are discussed in positive terms of
   “gifts” and “sacrifices.” Some individuals even go so far as to not
   thank the person who donated his or his organ, as doing so “would have
   violated the pact of silence that brothers and sisters feel compelled
   to uphold.” Scheper-Hughes takes issue with this lack of questioning
   and instead suggests that the role the family takes in pressuring
   donors to sacrifice parts of themselves be viewed more critically.
   Scheper-Hughes highlights two trends in the practice of living-related
   organ donation that shed light on the inequalities of and “tyrannies”
   that exist when one family member is pressured to donate his or her
   organs to another. First, women are more likely to donate organs then
   men are, as the “tendency is to choose the least valuable, least
   productive family member” as the organ donor. While this practice is
   often celebrated as the “’altruism’ of women worldwide,” it can also
   (and perhaps more accurately) be viewed as a devaluing of women’s
   lives relative to men’s. Second, Scheper-Hughes explores the power
   dynamics of organ donation that have lasting and potentially harmful
   effects on the involved parties’ lives. In some cases, the organ donor
   feels that he has merely lent the organ to the recipient and therefore
   has a right to exercise excessive control over the recipient’s
   actions. In other cases, such as communities where kidney selling is a
   common practice, the social pressure to sacrifice one’s kidney for the
   sake of the family’s financial situation has become a rite of passage.
   Clearly, the conception of organ donation as an uncomplicated,
   altruistic “gift” or “sacrifice” does not always hold up under closer
   examination.
   While sacrifice for a family member is generally thought of as a good
   thing, Scheper-Hughes’s examination of living-related organ donation
   highlights how this sacrifice might be better understood on a
   “sacrifice continuum” that also includes the kinds of ancient
   sacrifice we read about for Wednesday. Organ donation, which employs
   violence and suffering on the part of one in order to save the life of
   another, is an act along the lines of the “savage sacredness” of
   generative violence that Girard articulated. Additionally, the fact
   that organ donors tend to be marginalized members of their families
   fulfills Girard’s qualification that the victim be simultaneously
   inside and outside the community.
   Scheper-Hughes is effective in articulating the tyrannies and
   inequalities of living-related organ donation. Nonetheless, I believe
   her call for a “slowing down of the use of living donors” will go
   unheard by most Americans. Her first example of a man who received his
   estranged sister’s bone marrow fits nicely into the gender
   inequalities discussed, but the fact is that we don’t know whether he
   would have done the same for his sister had the situation been the
   opposite. Many people do willingly donate organs in order to save
   family members and are able to go on without feeling violated or
   feeling like the recipient is permanently indebted. If every person
   was asked to go behind the veil of ignorance and choose whether
   living-related organ donation should be allowed, people would probably
   choose yes because the risk of dying due to kidney failure is
   generally greater that the risk of dying due to kidney donation.
   Greater awareness about how the sacrifice of organs can affects
   families and relationships is still useful, but I think Americans are
   more likely to continue to embrace the sacrificial rite of organ
   donation as an ultimately positive act of generative violence.
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