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In November 2013, MTV premiered a new reality show called Generation Cryo. The show follows a 17-

year-old named Bree who was conceived with the help of a sperm donor. Using the Donor Sibling

Registry, Bree successfully tracked down 15 half siblings. The show chronicles their attempts to build

relationships with each other and for some of them, their quest to find their biological father otherwise

known as donor number 1096.

The problem with not knowing the identity of your biological parents is an old one. The great Greek

playwright, Sophocles, wrote about it 2,500 years ago in his tragedy, "Oedipus the King." According to

an oracle, Oedipus was destined to kill his father and marry his mother.

Cast away by his biological parents, Oedipus was raised by others. He eventually learned about the

prophecy but not about the identities of his parents. In the absence of this knowledge he was unable to

avert his tragic fate.

Now thankfully, modern searches for one's biological parents tend not to be quite that dramatic. But

Bree's plight is an increasingly common and perplexing one. Does she have a right to know the identity

of her genetic father? Is she entitled to a relationship with him? What about her half siblings? What, if

anything, does donor number 1096 owe the children born as a result of his donation two decades ago?

It's unclear just how many people in the United States have been conceived as a result of sperm or egg

donation, but the number may well be over 50,000. Compared to other countries, regulation of sperm

donation in the US is fairly minimal. People who wish to sell their gametes to a sperm or egg bank

generally must provide a medical history and may also undergo medical tests to ensure their health. But

of course, not all genetic conditions are detectable through screening and the state of medicine is

constantly changing.

We might wonder whether donors have an obligation not simply to provide a thorough and honest

health history at the time of donation, but also to update that information over time and perhaps provide

new information on request.

At first glance, this may seem perfectly reasonable but a closer look shows that it's not quite that simple.

Suppose that a child conceived with the help of a donor gamete wants to know about her lifetime risk of
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breast cancer. We may think that the donor should reveal any family history of breast cancer on his or

her medical history, but do we also think that the donor must get tested for the BRCA gene which would

reveal far more about both the child's and the donor's risks.

Indeed, is a genetic test like that something that a child can demand from his or her biological parent?

It's true that this information is extremely useful, but the mere fact that someone would genuinely

benefit from having a piece of information doesn't necessarily mean that she is entitled to have it.

The situation becomes even murkier when we consider whether a child conceived through a gamete

donation is entitled to know not just the medical history, but the actual identity of the donor. We may

think that if the recipient-- really, buyer-- of the sperm or egg has promised the donor that she or he can

remain anonymous, that agreement should be binding. But of course, the resulting child wasn't a party

to that original agreement.

Many people worry that if donor anonymity couldn't be guaranteed, fewer people would be willing to

donate sperm and eggs in the first place. The prospect of 15 or more genetic children knocking on

one's door 20 years down the line could be a major disincentive for donors. The practice of anonymous

donation depends on the idea that being a genetic parent need not be a meaningful connection. That it

is something one can give up by signing a contract. And for many children of gamete donors, that

genetic connection really is meaningless.

But for others, like Bree, it is not. Generation Cryo highlights what is perhaps the most fundamental

ethical question about gamete donation. Who gets to decide what the terms of that biological

relationship will be.
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