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blood becomes a very special kind of
gift, and giving it means providing for
strangers, without hope of reward,
something they cannot buy and
without which they may die. The gift
relates strangers in a manner that is
not possible when blood is @a
commodity.

This may sound like @
philosopher’s ahstraction, far
removed from the thoughts of ordinary
people. On the contrary, it is an idea
spontaneously expressed by British
donors in response 1o Titmuss'
questionnaire. As one woman, a
machine operator, wrote in reply to the
question why she first decided to
become a blood donor: “You can't get
blood from supermarkets and chain
stores. People themselves must come
forward; sick people can't get out of
hed to ask you for a pint to save their
life, 50 | came forward in hopes 10 help
somebody who needs blood.’

The implication of this answer,
and others like it, is that even if the
formal right to give blood can coexist
with commerciatised blood banks, the
respondent’s action would have lost
much of its significance to her, and
the blood would probably not have
been given at all. When blood is a
commodity, and can be purchased if it
is not given, altruism becomes
unnecessary, and so loosens the
bonds that can otherwise exist
between strangers in a community.
The existence of a market in blood
does not threaten the formal right 0
give Hiood, but it does away with the
right to give blood which cannot be
bought, has no cash value and must
be given freely if it is to be obtained at
all. If there is such a right, it is
incompatible with the right to sell
nlood, and we cannot avoid viclating
one of these rights when we grant the
other.”

Both Titmuss and Singer believe that the
weakening of the spirit of altruism in this
sphere has important repercussions. it marks,
they think, the increasing commercialisation
of our lives and makes similar changes in
attitude, motive and relationships more likely
in other fields,

Update

Dr Arthur Matas, a prominent kidney-
transplant surgeon, is pushing for one
change that it's doubtful either Titmuss or
Singer would like. Lately, he's been travelling
the United States making the case for lifting
the legal ban on kidney sales. That ban was
imposed in 1984 by an outraged Congress
after a Virginia physician had proposed
buying kidneys from poar people and selling
thern to the highest bidder, By contrast, Dr
Matas isn't trying to make money. He, would
like the government to handle kidney sales,
and the kidneys to go to whoever is at the top
of the current waiting list, whether the patient
is rich or poor. And that list grows longer
every year as the gap continues to widen —
it's now nearly five to ane — between patients
in need and the number of kidneys available
from either living or deceased donors.

With eligible patients often waiting for five
or six years, more and more people are
taking Dr Matas seriously, but many experts
ctill baulk at the idea of organ sales. One of
them is Dr Francis Delmonico, a professor at
Harvard University and president of the
network that runs the nation's organ-
distribution system. He worries that Dr
Matas’ plan would exploit the poor and
vulnerable, that it would cause altruistic
kidney donations to wither and that wealthy
patients would manage 1o find & way around
a regulated market to get a kidney faster.*
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1 Is Sol Levin running a business ‘just iike
any other business’, or is his company
open to moral criticism? Defend your
answer by appeal to moral principle.

Did Plasma Intemational strike a fair
bargain with the West Africans who
supplied their blood to the company? Or
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is Plasma guilty of exploiting them in
some way? Explain your answer.

What are the contrasting ideals of the
British and US blood systems? Which
system, in your opinion, better promotes
human freedom and respect for people?
Which system better promotes the
supply of blood?

Examine the pros and cons of commer
cial transactions in blood from the
egoistic, utilitarian and Kantian perspec-
tives.

Are Titmuss and Singer correct fio
suggest that the buying and selling of
blood reduces altruism? Does knowing
that you can sell your blood (and that
others are selling theirs) make you less
inclined to donate your blood?

Singer suggests that although the
right to sell blood does not threaten
the formal right to give blood, it is
incompatible with ‘the right to give blood,
which cannot be bought, which has no
cash value, and must be given freely if it
is to be obtained at all’. Assess that
idea. Is there such a right?

Many believe that commercialisation is
increasing in all areas of modern life, Iif
s0, is it something to be applauded or
condemned? |s it wrong o treat certain
things — such as human organs — as
commodities?

Do you believe that we have a moral duty
to donate blood? I so, why and under
what circumstances? If not, why not?




