





February 25, 2007

Do We Want a Market in Organs? 


To the Editor: 

Virginia Postrel, a renowned libertarian, draws on ''Last Best Gifts,'' by an economic sociologist, Kieran Healy (Jan. 28), to argue that the altruistic ''ideology'' of giving the gift of life stands in the way of developing a market in organs. 

Actually, what we need is more, not fewer, evocations of our moral responsibilities. Currently most states essentially leave it to each individual -- if and when she renews her driver's license -- to indicate whether she is willing for her organs to be harvested. 

If, instead, whenever people fill out forms in doctors' offices, clinics and hospitals, they were given a form that would remind them of the suffering of the many thousands who are dying for donations and would tell them how much we all hope they give that which they cannot take with them -- many more organs would be available. Such a clear articulation of what the community considers good citizenship would be further enhanced if donors were listed on a Web page, a sort of honor roll. 

In contrast, if the market steps in, we know from experience in other nations that the rich would purchase the organs and the poor would risk their health by selling theirs. One can be a market zealot and still argue for keeping the money-changers out of this temple. 
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