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Abstract 

 
Gamete donors are actively searched by companies dedicated to assisted reproduction in the 

Spanish State, and advertising is not only legal but rather common. This thesis provides an 

overview of the main themes that arise from the analysis of mostly visual materials used to 

promote ovum donation in public spaces in Barcelona, and critically links them to current 

debates in intersectional feminist cultural studies of technoscience, bodily theory and visual 

studies. Conceptual and affective tensions between characterisations of women’s bodies, 

reproductive function and desires are identified and brought forward in terms that imply 

tropes of sacralisation, reification of cells/organs/tissues, and fragmentation of the bodily 

reality. It is argued that egg donation advertisements use an imagery that deeply connects 

with practices well rooted in Western biomedical traditions when it comes to female bodies, 

physiology and reproductive function, and that such practices are to be understood against the 

backdrop of neoliberalism. The analysis supports the idea that the publicity discourse of the 

assisted reproduction industry in Spain actively engages in a legitimation of the desire of 

biological parenthood as a right, in ways that value lives conceived in different circumstances 

and geopolitical contexts in radically different ways, and that can be interpreted as paving the 

way to prosurrogacy and/or eugenic positions. Future research is encouraged and directed 

towards exploring issues of agency, particularly in vulnerable groups such as migrant, poor, 

uneducated or racialised women. Further research is needed in order to build the foundations 

of a feminist ethical reflection on reproductive technologies and particularly of ovum 

donation. 
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For me many of the stories are ultimate manifestations of the dysfunction of those in power, 

usually men, who build walls in order to create a hard boundary between us and them, 

creating a dark place where fear of the other can be transformed into live political 

ammunition. 

 

Paul Hansen, Stockholm, July 2017 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Elisabet Tasa-Vinyals, MD 
 Master Thesis 

	

Page 9 of 97 
		

CHAPTER ONE. Introduction 

 Introduction 

In Barcelona, like in many other cities and towns in the political subject currently 

known as the Spanish State, it is common to find pieces of advertisement encouraging young 

women to become egg1 donors, especially in specific times of the year (e.g. at the start of the 

academic year), often revealing that such campaigns are aimed at particular subgroups of 

population (e.g. young female university students). These pieces are not rarely found in 

environments of different kinds, both in the physical and the virtual worlds. What all of these 

environments have in common is that they are frequently used – amongst other users – by 

different groups of people culturally read as women, including of course the potential egg 

donors. The advertisers are usually private clinics that specialise in human assisted 

reproduction. 

 For that (artificial) reproductive function, the biotechnomedical industry2 that is behind 

ovum donation, at least in the geopolitical context that I speak about in my thesis, has to align 

itself with certain interpretations of gender. What such interpretations have in common is that 

they link gender in a direct and unidirectional way with sex, understanding the latter as a set of 

genetic/biochemical/physiological/anatomical characteristics that organise populations – 

particularly, the human population – in two sexes, named male and female, and that in 

consequence culturally inscribes individual bodies to either one of these categories (Fausto-

Sterling 2000). This categorisation is established in universalist terms – which means applying 

to all humanity, regardless of timely, geographical, cultural, or other differences between 

																																																													
1 Despite the use of the medical term, ovum, in the title and in many parts of this thesis, I have chosen to alternate 
it with the more common term to refer to the female reproductive haploid cell, egg, which in English – unlike 
Catalan and Spanish – provides an interesting de facto erasure of species linguistic-conceptual borders. In Catalan 
and Spanish, usually the same word is used in medicoscientific and popular language, despite the fact that the 
former tends to use it interchangeably with synonyms more specific to medicine or biology, while in popular 
culture most people probably only know one word to refer to the female reproductive cell. Plus, unlike English, 
Catalan and Spanish do not usually use the same word for eggs coming from non-human and human animals, 
naming the former ou/huevo and the latter òvul/óvulo. Sometimes – usually in scientific contexts – the term 
òvul/óvulo is replaced with words that function as synonyms such as ovòcit/ovocito or gàmeta/gameto. 
2 I use the term industry in order to underline the fact that ovum donation in Spain is mostly promoted, managed 
and performed by private health corporations that, despite of their social function, generate economic profit out 
of these activities.	
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human subjects/objects – and also in what we might call a biological determinist position – 

which means people with a certain bodily configuration are males/females, and moreover, such 

bodily configurations determine their cultural adscription to the categories of 

manhood/womanhood (masculinity/femininity). Of course, factual variations to the norm exist 

in different structures and on different levels (genetic/biochemical/physiological/anatomical), 

making it obvious that both dichotomisation of and causal correlation between them are not 

only not-self-evident, but on the contrary, can be ontologically, epistemically and politically 

problematised. 

In this sense, what the products that I am going to analyse in this thesis consider to be 

a woman is, necessarily, a human subject/object who is characterised by what biomedicine 

considers female reproductive organs capable of producing female reproductive cells. In this 

sense, all of the analysis shall be based on and applicable to cis-women3,  in a way that reflects 

the exclusion of trans persons and, eventually, could be read as linked to transphobic practices 

from this industry. In the same way, when I – later on – proceed to exposing other concepts 

that are key to the sort of communicative codes and practices I analyse, I will refer to this 

particular framework. For instance, when I speak about sorority or solidarity, I speak of a sort 

of mutual beneficial relationship, tinted with Judeochristian notions, that is, conceptualised as 

happening between two cis-women linked by bodily, gender and other configurations. 

Besides from falling into the category of people who are read as women in a 

biologically determinist way, the persons who are characterised by the producers of such 

materials as potential ovum donors are usually women who are financially vulnerable for some 

reason, (e.g. young, students, migrants, etc.). On the other hand, the persons characterised as 

potential receivers are also people who are read as women within the same system, though – 

we might say – as “dysfunctional,” “sick” women, since their reproductive organs are not 

																																																													
3 As Anne Enke (2012) clarifies, the terms cisgender and cissexual, and more generally the use of the prefix cis- 
itself, come from the Latin prefix meaning “on the same side” or “on the same orientation”. In gender studies, cis- 
is often used to refer to individuals that keep or are perceived to keep the gender and/or sex that was assigned to 
them at birth.  
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capable for their conceived function. Besides that, this category is usually made of white, 

middle-aged, middle-upper class women.  

This thesis engages in a preliminary exploration and analysis of the ideas and 

representations of femininity/femaleness recognizable in the advertising products and practices 

of ovum donation clinics in Barcelona (Catalonia, Spain), and also identifies how these ideas 

operate in a performative way and connect with intimate, individual, social, cultural and 

political issues. This is done from an intersectional, postconstructionist, bodily materialist 

perspective. 

I have not been able to find previous research clearly comparable to the present project 

in terms of object, aims and methodology. Statistics about ovum donation and use of assisted 

reproduction techniques are available at a national level for many countries and also 

transnationally, including demographic data about donors and receivers. There is also plenty 

of work – which I take as an inspiration and guideline for my project – about in vitro 

fertilisation (IVF) and other assisted reproduction technologies from a feminist perspective, 

including many pieces that excel in transgressing boundaries between scientific, humanist and 

artistic forms of knowledge production and research (Shildrick 1997; Bryld & Lykke 2008; 

M'Charek & Keller 2008; Franklin 2013). I have also located some research centred on the 

women who are users of such reproductive technologies and/or target of ovum donation 

advertisement (Ahuja, Mostyn & Simons 1997; Ahuja, Simons & Edwards 1999; Fielding et 

al. 1998; Kenney & McGowan 2010; Daniels & Heidt-Forsythe 2012). However, I have not 

been able to locate specifically other textual or visual analysis of advertisements promoting 

ovum donation, nor in Spain nor elsewhere, with the exception of studies such as the one 

carried out by Keehn, Howell, Sauer and Klitzman (2015), who also qualitatively examine egg 

donation marketing on the internet, and Alberta (2016), who critically studies risk disclosure 

in ovum donation advertisements. However, it is important to bear in mind that, though 

agencies market oocyte donation online in many countries, not many states in the world have 

a legislation that permits such advertising in the terms it can be seen in Spain, and therefore 

one should be cautious when comparing the setting and results of this thesis to previous similar 

work. 
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Since this thesis engages in analytical-interpretative practices of visual and non-visual 

discursive materials, I believe it is vital to pay special attention to the understanding and uses 

of such advertising practices. My project can be understood as an effort of inquiry based on 

samples of products by which the industry communicates with its potential users/providers, 

and more broadly, with society. According to ethnographer Charlotte Aull Davies, German 

philosopher Jürgen Habermas wrote back in 1971 that one can distinguish between three forms 

of social enquiry:  

One based on a natural science model (empirical–analytic); one found in history and 
interpretative sociology (historical–hermeneutic); and critical theory. Critical theory, which is 
regarded as the only valid form of social enquiry, is research that is grounded in a concern to 
overcome social oppression, particularly those forms that are characteristic of advanced 
capitalism. Thus the only way to produce valid knowledge through social research is through 
engagement with struggles against oppression. (Davies 1999, p. 61) 

Though I acknowledge this scheme might be appropriate when applied to some temporal and 

political contexts, I do not necessarily agree with the view that thus understood critical theory 

is, in itself, the only valid way of producing knowledge, nor do I see these three models as three 

completely separated, independent, and even oppositional ways of asking questions and 

performing research. Instead, I argue that in contemporary knowledge-production one can find, 

most of the times, a combination of elements coming from each of these ways of understanding 

knowledge, in terms and in proportions that might vary according to the nature of any given 

research project and/or analysis. Yet, institutionally speaking, differences between diverse 

ways of understanding and doing research are often emphasised, and latent tensions between 

them can even be encouraged (e.g. by organising academic institutions in faculties, 

departments and sections according to apparently qualitatively different ways of analysing 

reality, and/or dedication to different items or parts of reality).  
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Against this backdrop, one can argue that, generally speaking, students and researchers 

in the fields of science and technology4 are instructed in an empirical-analytical model, while 

those in the humanities are traditionally taught to read and make sense of the world through an 

historical-hermeneutical lens.5 Furthermore, in my academic trajectory I have usually felt that 

it is the latter that are introduced and encouraged to engage in critical analysis and/or directly 

address the concept of oppression. Simultaneously, disciplines more strongly attached to a 

positivist-empiricist tradition, especially in a socioeconomic neoliberal context, understanding 

scientific progress in a utilitarist way, can more easily fall into negationist attitudes towards 

oppression and – consequently – change. Eventually, this model of training and knowledge-

telling/producing results in a strengthening of a more or less traditional, disciplinary way of 

viewing research. Other authors share the perception of the existence of a certain two-

souledness in the traditional organisation of the academia, starting with British scientist and 

novelist Charles Snow (1963), and as Anneke Smelik and Nina Lykke more recently put it: 

We do not engage with “life” as a whole but with its many manifestations in art and popular 
culture, the humanities, and the sciences. It forces us to strike alliances across academic 
disciplines as well as across the “two cultures” of the arts and the sciences (Smelik & Lykke 
2008, p. ix) 

Nonetheless, I believe knowledge-telling/producing practices are on their way towards 

a more integrated, plural, and postdiscipinary scenario, where critical theory could be 

understood as a key element with a potential to be integrated into virtually any kind of research. 

An example of that is the field of feminist cultural studies of technoscience. As American 

anthropologist Sarah Franklin writes regarding analytical-interpretative practices in critical 

studies of IVF: 

																																																													
4 By science and technology I mean here those forms of theoretical and applied knowledge that have the so-called 
natural world as an object, and the hypothetico-deductive method as the predominantly promoted way of inquiry. 
In contemporary Western societies, science and technology as forms of producing, distributing and applying 
knowledge often enjoy a status of privilege in the academia and wider social context, since they are seen as tools 
to human progress in a positivist, utilitarist sense (e.g. applications in medicine, assisted reproduction, agriculture, 
industry, etc.). 
5 This might of course not be true in a universal sense, but it is part of my point in this introduction that it is one 
of the defining characteristics of the academic contexts where I have been ascribed (Spanish, Swedish, and 
Canadian), both in terms of the official organisation of study plans and academic institutions and of my subjective 
experience as an apprentice.  
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The history of IVF, I have argued, provides a powerful hermeneutic device for interpreting the 
question of re-tooling reproductive substance in particular, and the future of kinship more 
generally. At the interface of IVF and stem cell technology, a unique window has been opened 
up onto both the future of human regenerative medicine and the history of the effort to 
technologise biological reproduction. (Franklin 2013, p. 311) 

As said before, I will later go deeper into the field and concept of feminist cultural 

studies of technoscience, and how – in my opinion – the authors writing from this perspective 

provide a fertile grounding soil for my thesis to develop. However, I wish to emphasise here 

that when writing this thesis I strive to combine elements coming from different traditions of 

explanation, interpretation, and critique. Thus, I strongly believe that contemporary realities 

and practices made possible by medical, scientific and technological innovations cannot be 

made sense of without engaging in critical interpretative practices that underline the semiotic 

networks and the oppressive systems with which such realities and practices are (re)created, 

performed and accounted for, in a never-ending process of critical examination and 

questioning. 

 

Notes on status and legislation6 

A basic knowledge of the legal and pragmatic functioning of artificial reproduction 

techniques, and particularly of egg donation, in Spain is necessary for the understanding of this 

thesis. Since the Spanish legislation is significantly different than those of other European and 

non-European countries, and given the fact that this thesis addresses an international – mostly 

non-Spanish – audience, I shall give a brief overview of the geopolitical context of this thesis 

and of some of the key aspects that specifically touch the practice of assisted reproduction 

techniques in Spain. 

Presently, Spain has a population of over forty-six million people. Madrid is the capital 

city; though, other important cities are Barcelona, Valencia and Seville. Barcelona is the capital 

																																																													
6 Unless stated otherwise, all the numerical data from this section has been taken from the website 
EggDonationFriends.com (EggDonationFriends.com, 2013), which aims to provide practical information about 
the main countries in the world where couples travel to for IVF processes. The data has not been checked with 
official sources from the Spanish authorities, and therefore might be flawed at some points. Because of this, the 
information provided here should be taken as a general approximation rather than as a factsheet in a strict sense. 



Elisabet Tasa-Vinyals, MD 
 Master Thesis 

	

Page 15 of 97 
	

of Catalonia, a historical nation which, since the extinguishment of Franco’s dictatorship in 

1978, is one of the 17 regions (Autonomous Communities) of Spain. Though it has existed 

since long ago, Catalan independentism has since 2010 experienced a spectacular rise, with big 

demonstrations taking place every year in the streets and an independentist government in the 

Catalan Parliament at present time. Despite of the political repression and legal prosecution of 

independentist leaders by the Spanish Government, the Catalan Government has publicly 

announced many significant moves towards independence in the last months, including the 

possibility of a unilateral secession if the attitude of the Spanish Government continues. At the 

moment of writing this thesis, Catalonia is still considered politically a part of the Spanish 

State. 

The most spoken language in the Spanish state is Castilian or Spanish, while twenty 

percent of the population speak Catalan, and there are also Basque and Galician linguistic 

minorities. In Barcelona, virtually all population understand and speak both Spanish and 

Catalan, and daily life is bilingual. In other areas of Catalonia, daily life develops almost fully 

in Catalan, and in other specific parts, where immigration concentrates, almost fully in Spanish. 

In the Spanish territory, Castilians represent over seventy percent of the total population, 

Catalans around sixteen percent, Galicians around eight percent, Basques a little over two 

percent, and other groups represent less than one percent. Religiously speaking, the wide 

majority of Spanish are considered Catholics, though religious practice has decreased in the 

last decades. Spain is currently a constitutional monarchy, since the death of fascist dictator 

Francisco Franco in 1978 after around forty years in power. Spain is considered to be a friendly 

destination for tourists, and a model of irresponsible, “sun-and-beach” tourism has generally 

been promoted, resulting in a high proportion of the country’s income coming from seasonal, 

cheap and culturally deprived touristic activities. Despite this fact, the cultural inheritance that 

one can find in the Spanish territory is extremely rich, including many invaluable architectonic, 

artistic, natural and gastronomic attractions. Public and private education and healthcare 

coexist in Spain, where it is possible to get almost free education between ages three and 

eighteen (education is compulsory between ages six and sixteen), and free healthcare is 
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available universally even though the lack of healthcare professionals and facilities cause 

significant delays in some specialist services and surgeries. 

Spain is currently counted amongst the most popular destinations for couples thinking 

of or in process of undergoing IVF with donor eggs, though it is not amongst the cheapest in 

the European Union for IVF users, with prices of around seven thousand euros per cycle in the 

private sector. The main reason for its popularity is, apparently, Spain’s “comprehensive”, 

“liberal” regulations of this practice: 

As for Spanish law, it regulates gamete donation quite comprehensively and in a liberal way. 
Firstly the donation of human gametes and pre-embryos is a free, formal and confidential 
contract between the donor and the center. The donor is free to cancel her decision for sudden 
infertility reason, but then she must refund all kind of expenses to the recipient center. It is 
illegal to pay for a donation and to treat this kind of help as a commercial way of earning money. 
Before a donor sign all paperwork she needs to be informed about the purpose of the entire 
process and its consequences. (Egg Donation Friends 2013) 

Any woman aged over eighteen and enjoying full mental capacity can become an ovum 

donor in Spain. Her physical and psychological status are checked via usual clinical 

assessments, basically searching for diseases or mutations that could be genetically transmitted 

and/or bloodborne infectious diseases. The Spanish law also provides that a maximum of six 

children can be born from gametes coming from the same donor. For control purposes, there 

is a National Register of Donors, to which all the centres receiving donations must account. In 

the same way, all egg donation cycles must be reported by IVF centres to the Spanish Fertility 

Society. There is no official age limit for donors, though most of the clinics do not accept 

donors aged over thirty or thirty-five. Written consent is required at the beginning of the 

process and before any clinically significant step is taken. Spain is at the head of ovum donation 

cycles per year, with almost eleven thousand cycles. 

Spanish legislation allows the freezing of ovum and ovarian tissue for reproductive and 

research purposes, as well as sex selection of the foetuses in some particular cases driven by 

strong medical reasons. Sex selection for social reasons is not allowed in order to prevent 

eugenics. A formal regularisation of uterus surrogacy is currently being considered, though it 

has met strong critiques from many different positions and ideologies, mostly because of its 

neoliberal roots and connotations (Palop 2017). 
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Current legislation (RD 9/2014 July 4th, BOE nº 163) states that gamete donation is a 

voluntary, anonymous, informed and non-remunerated action, though it does allow offering 

economic benefits for the donors in terms of moral compensation. According to 

EggDonationFriends.com, “there is [sic] are limits on financial remuneration of donors set by 

the Minister of Health – that is for ensure that money is not the only thing that motivates woman 

to donate her eggs” (Egg Donation Friends 2013). This is perhaps one of the most interesting, 

controversial and key points of the practice of ovum donation and recruitment in Spain. The 

fact that donors can be compensated/remunerated with approximately one thousand euros per 

successful donation is probably of great significance, speaking of a country where the most 

common yearly wage is a bit over sixteen thousand euros, the gender wage gap is estimated to 

be between fourteen and twenty-four percent, and youth unemployment is roughly on forty-

three percent (El País 2016; DatosMacro.com 2017). The former of these sources also provides 

some very interesting data about the socioeconomic context in Spain, with yearly wage 

differences of over ten thousand euros between Spanish-born and immigrant workers and of 

more than one hundred thousand euros between qualified and non-qualified workers. 

Gamete donors are actively searched by companies dedicated to IVF, and advertising 

is not only legal but rather common. There are currently in the national scene some more or 

less well-known IVF private clinics that advertise in public – virtual or physical – 

environments, aiming mostly at mature couples as IVF users and at young, healthy male and 

female individuals as donors. Websites of these clinics offer information about the legislation 

and the process in rather romantic terms, emphasising that donation does not negatively affect 

the future fertility of the donor, and that donation is an informed, safe, and altruist act. General 

information about the process is available on the websites, and free phone lines are available 

to facilitate potential donors’ engagement (Quirón Salud 2016; EuDona - Donación de Óvulos 

2017). Some clinics also offer a selection of positive experiences of former donors (EuDona - 

Donación de Óvulos 2017). It is not rare to find more or less explicit mentions to the economic 

compensation offered and to the fact that donors undergo free medical procedures, such as a 

complete blood analysis, genetic testing, and sonography, despite the fact that all Spanish 



Elisabet Tasa-Vinyals, MD 
 Master Thesis 

	

Page 18 of 97 
	

women have access to free basic reproductive health checks if they wish to within the national 

public health system. 

 

Image 1. Taken from the website of Dexeus – Salut de la Dona [Dexeus – Women’s Health]. This 
diagram summarises the benefits of egg donation in terms of medical tests performed for free on the donor. 

Underlined in pink, there is an explicit mention to an economic compensation 

 

Image 2. Taken from the website of Dexeus – Salut de la Dona [Dexeus – Women’s Health]. This 
diagram summarises the process of egg donation in an iconic, attractive way 



Elisabet Tasa-Vinyals, MD 
 Master Thesis 

	

Page 19 of 97 
	

 

With slight differences amongst clinics, once eligibility for donation has been 

confirmed by the anamnesis7, physical examination, and complementary medical tests, the 

process for female gamete donors is composed of: 

a) A first phase of ovarian stimulation (ten to twenty-five days), when the donor needs 

to inject daily with ovulation stimulants. During this process, the donor needs a 

follow-up with three or four blood analysis and ovarian ultrasonographies. 

b) An ambulatory surgical intervention for the ovum extraction, which is usually 

performed under sedation and ecography-controlled. Gametes are extracted and 

processed in the IVF laboratory. It usually takes between one and three hours until 

the sedation is induced until the moment the donor can go home. 

c) Roughly ten days after the egg extraction, the donor will menstruate normally. 

d) Donation can be repeated after a minimum of two months, and up to the legal 

limitations established. 

This process is explained in plain, non-medical terms in a way that might sound easy 

and attractive to potential donors, and is sometimes illustrated with drawings or schemes – 

rarely with real pictures. Though risk of medical complications is present in most of the 

websites, sometimes presented via medical technical language – unlike in the process 

explanations – and with explicit mentions to ovarian hyperstimulation, ovarian torsion 

(ischemia of the ovary), and/or hemoperitoneum, it is generally emphasised that the strict 

medical control that donors need to undergo during the process minimises the risk of 

occurrence of these complications. 

 

 

																																																													
7 Here, I use anamnesis in the medical sense, meaning the physician-patient interview by which the former gathers 
all the clinical data relevant for diagnosis, prognosis, and therapeutics. Usually, anamnesis is followed by physical 
examination, and then by complementary examinations (blood tests, CT scans, etc.) if needed in order to reach a 
diagnosis. 
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Aim and research questions 

 The aim of this thesis is to explore the ideas and representations of women that underlie 

the advertising practices of ovum donation clinics in Barcelona (Catalonia, Spain), and to 

identify how these ideas and representations might impact and resound on the women they are 

aimed at.  

This fundamentally applies to the young women who constitute potential donors, even 

though some of the marketing apparatus articulated by such clinics is conceived as a reclaim 

to potential receivers. However, there are arguably two different patterns of marketing practices 

which make advertisements aimed at both groups distinct in many terms, including different 

iconography and communicative practices which try to explore and/or invocate different ideas 

and emotional patterns. Thus, in this thesis I focus on the analysis of the advertising practices 

and representations used in donor recruitment specifically. 

The aim of this thesis shall be fulfilled through discourse analysis of primarily visual 

materials consisting of advertising aimed at potential egg donors. I critically analyse selected 

pieces of advertising taken from the popular social networks Facebook and Instagram and/or 

from public spaces in Barcelona (e.g. the underground). Usually, these advertisements consist 

of around 80% of images and 20% of text and/or other sorts of information; therefore, I have 

previously characterised them as primarily visual materials. The analysis is driven by questions 

linked to the different representations of femininity, femaleness, (re)production, sorority, and 

so on, that one can identify in each story. The analysis pays special attention to trying to identify 

the possibilities for change that can come from the discourses presented in the advertisements, 

and attempts to identify potential topics and sites of resistance and critical or alternative 

discourses. 

 

Motivation of the study 

 In this thesis, I am interested in the intersectional relationships of power that are used, 

reinforced and created via these indirect and industry-mediated women-to-women contacts, 
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how they are characterised, and by whom they are supervised. In this sense, the thesis shall 

examine how such relationships are usually constructed as altruist donations, exploiting ideas 

such as solidarity, sorority, etc., but also nonetheless connected to neoliberal ideas about 

inequality, about using one’s own body for profit and/or for survival, which eventually refers 

to ideas of sovereignty over the own body and the bodies of others - often engaging in 

discourses that encompass problematic exaltations of womanhood/sisterhood and power 

misbalances, e.g. economic, ageist, racial. 

 

Situating myself 

In feminist and other critical ways of researching, it is an ethical imperative to reflect 

on one’s situatedness with regards to the research topic. This reflection shall be carried out 

consciously and introspectively, as a way of contesting the universalist, positivist-empiricist 

understanding of knowledge production.  

Feminist cultural studies of technoscience has played an inestimable role in the 

problematisation of universalist, hetero-androcentrist, positivist research, the results of which 

have traditionally backed the legitimation and maintenance of neglecting, paternalist or 

punitive practices that eventually fuel oppressive structures of power. In biomedical research 

and clinical practice, object and subject (patient and physician) are two human beings who are 

geo-temporo-politically situated, interacting in ways that become perhaps unusually close and 

challenging in terms of intimacy, sexuality and emotionality, particularly when it comes to 

clinical practice. During a medical anamnesis and physical examination, the bodies of the 

object/subject become physically in contact and the intimacy of the patient is exposed to the 

eyes, ears, hands and nostrils of the doctor, in a situation of pre-existing power misbalance that 

dangerously approaches the helpfulness and healing power of medicine to its oppressive 

potential. In a similar way, biomedical research deals with intimate spheres of the lives of the 

individuals whose health/disease, sexuality, and reproduction are to be affected by its results. 

Thus, I start my ethical reflection by stating that I was born in 1988 in a middle-sized 

town near Barcelona. My main academic background is a MD (Doctor of Medicine), though I 
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also hold a Bachelor and a Masters in Psychology, a Masters in Clinical Research, and a 

Postgraduate Degree in Integrative Therapy. My educational backgrounds are Catalonia 

(Spain), Canada and Sweden. I currently work as a resident physician in Psychiatry at a second-

level hospital in the province of Barcelona. I am a white, middle-class European woman in her 

late twenties who has never had a direct experience of reproduction.  

Previously in this chapter, I have spoken about different academic traditions, how I feel 

about them and how I connect them to my research project. I shall here link all this with my 

personal background. In my academic and professional training/shaping, I have been mostly 

taught to other the person in front of me by reading them as a depersonalised patient, to examine 

them and interrogate them seeking signs and symptoms that allow myself to make sense of the 

reality that has brought them to me in diagnostic terms, and/or in terms of probability of 

disease. I have been taught about what is healthy and what is pathological, in every single 

aspect of a human life, in every single function of a human body – in feeding, in breathing, in 

digesting, in thinking, in moving, in talking, in doing, in being. I have been taught in the 

paradigm of clinical trials, of the gold standard, of a never-ending process of making science 

better and better – by driving it to more and more sophisticated ways towards a utopic Truth. 

Nonetheless, I have also felt the connections between these positivist-empiricist ways of 

knowing and the neoliberal tendencies of economic and social regulation of our days, e.g. the 

way in which human knowledge and biology are being merchandised, often under the scope of 

progressive views and always connected to ideas of individuality and freedom. Such ideas have 

emotionally troubled me since the very first years of my university training, and have 

encouraged me to explore alternative views via autonomous reading but also by completing a 

Masters in Intersectional Gender Studies and engaging in an unfinished doctoral thesis (PhD) 

about gender inequality in medical practice and sex/gender as a determinant of health. 

I also introduce myself here as a female who, we might say, from the perspective of 

assisted reproduction technologies, is now transitioning from a potential egg donor to a 

potential egg demander. I put it like this because, in my background, as mentioned before, 

ovum donors are usually searched amongst young, healthy, financially non-independent 

college students; conversely, ovum receivers or demanders are usually searched amongst 
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middle-aged, high-income white women with liberal professions living in privileged areas and 

positions within the metropolitan area of Barcelona. It is well-known that in contemporary 

Western countries there is a progressive delay in the age at which women deliver their first 

child, especially in the countries with the worst conciliation policies. Though some people 

attribute this delay in the maternity onset age to women’s incorporation to the labour market 

as paid professionals, in my opinion it has more to do with the working conditions of both male 

and female young professionals than with the professionalisation of women themselves. The 

truth is that in my country it is almost impossible for a woman professional (doctor, lawyer, 

engineer, architect…) to become a mother before the fourth decade of her life, when the 

chances of conceiving a child naturally have already significantly decreased. Therefore, these 

not-so-young female professionals will become more and more likely to need medical help to 

achieve a pregnancy. The paradox that I see here is that it might be precisely the favourite 

target of egg donation clinics when it comes to searching donors (female students of 

prestigious, long academic degrees) who have the biggest chances to end up becoming also the 

favourite targets of such clinics in the future, when it comes to seeking customers (upper-

middle class educated females whose professional demands make them unlikely to conceive 

naturally). I therefore believe that the position as a young female doctor needs to be considered 

as a key feature in this thesis, for I understand it as a transition, an inherent potential for change 

and a source and site for contested meanings to emerge. In other words, this thesis would 

probably not have been possible if it was not for my situatedness at this crossroad, and I 

therefore feel that my analysis needs to be read while bearing in mind this circumstance. 

Therefore, by melting my professional and my personal I together in the genesis of this 

essay, I might put myself in the position of attempting to invite other women professionals of 

medicine to do the same, exploring their doctor-ness and their woman-ness, analysing who 

they were, who they are and who they are-to-be, bringing their own narratives together with 

the ones of other women read as their patients or possible egg donors, or other people involved 

in the artificial reproduction industry and more generally in the biomedical industry, and thus 

rethinking and rewriting their relationship with such people in a transgressive and 

transformative way. 
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Finally, it might be worth mentioning here that, when I was a student in medical school, 

I found myself regarding gamete donation as an interesting option a couple of times. Once, I 

even visited a clinic to gather information about the process, and went through a routine 

medical examination and blood analysis, which were provided free of charge. I finally decided 

not to go on with the donation, mostly out of fear for the possible long-term consequences of 

such decision. Nonetheless, one of my close female friends from medical school decided to 

undergo all the process and became an egg donor. I remember having a few conversations over 

the lunch table at the hospital canteen with my female classmates about this matter, each of us 

having their own views and opinions, and seeing how those were usually strongly shaped by 

our socio-political positions (e.g. economic, religious, and many other sorts of background), 

which in turn seemed to define the way(s) in which we understood feminism, in a way so 

diverse that some of us did not consider themselves to be feminists at all. Therefore, I wish to 

make it clear here that this thesis springs first and foremost from a personal crossroad, but also 

from the interpersonal and social responsibility that I feel like having as a physician. 
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CHAPTER TWO. Theoretical framework 
 

Biocultural systems: postconstructionism 

 This project is grounded in postconstructionist epistemology/ontology. From a 

constructionist perspective, one might argue that the female sexual organs, cells, or sex itself 

are products of discourse (Lykke 2010). Though constructionism is a complex set of ideas that 

can be interpreted differently depending on particular contexts and uses of the term, in this 

thesis, I understand constructionism as an ontological position that somehow rejects the idea 

of a reality that exists independently of language. Reality is therefore linguistically constructed, 

and there is no “truth” or underlying nature behind socially constructed realities. In contrast, in 

a postconstructionist view, discourse is understood as co-constructive of reality, along with the 

agency of matter. The discourses about femaleness, femininity, solidarity and (re)production 

of the different actors present in the narratives that I put under the spotlight here shall be 

understood against the backdrop of the corpomaterial features of the bodies, e.g. a woman 

experiencing a process of impoverishment, a woman identifying with another woman 

experiencing infertility, or a team of doctors who helps them donate/receive eggs while 

inhabiting healthy white bodies. From my point of view, this approach provides an appropriate 

framework that allows challenging both: a) the purely materialist, mechanicist views on 

reproduction typical of the medical positivist empiricist tradition, which view human biology 

and reproduction as the product of a series of complex physiological mechanisms; and b) the 

purely constructionist views which problematically unlink the reproduction potential from the 

body, which is at the same time the ground and actor (subject-object) of reproductive-sexual 

acts.  

Within this broad postconstructionist umbrella, that I use as a tool to help me deal with 

a field where bodily realities and the ideological discourses of heteropatriarchy and 

neoliberalism are so intimately connected, I shall draw upon two main departure points. Firstly, 

a feminist cultural studies of technoscience, from which I shall take: a) the tradition of critically 

connecting feminist/cultural studies with the traditionally cis-male-white-adult-able world of 

technoscience, arguably paradigmatic of the positivist empiricist understanding of knowledge-
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production; and b) the interest in pointing out female bodies as sites of collision of modern 

medicine, technology, economy and culture, but also as sites of resistance. I shall later on 

explore the feminist critiques of the Foucauldian concept of biopower and its uses, but let me 

illustrate my point here by quoting Michel Foucault himself when he underlines the role of the 

body, and particularly of its sexual dimension, as “an especially dense transfer point of relations 

of power: between men and women, young people and old people, teachers and students, 

priests and laity, an administration and population” (Foucault 1976, p. 103) 

Secondly, I employ a bodily materialist perspective, from which I borrow ideas that 

help me articulate how women and the feminine have been historically conceptualised not only 

in particular and differential ways from those of men and the masculine (Shildrick 1997), but 

also positioned in culture as "worth less than" (Braidotti 1994); and, hence, the biomedical and 

juridical model of the body and the bodily functions has always been a male one. This is a 

matter of great importance when it comes to the medical assessment of human functions, such 

as sexuality and reproduction, and might have contributed to the reification of women’s bodies 

and of women’s organs, tissues and gametes in ways that differ radically from those of men. 

In particular, the historical and ideological connections between the feminine and the 

natural/emotional, as opposed to the masculine and the cultural/rational, might have played a 

role in the conceptualisation of non-male and non-human bodies, tissues, cells and products as 

gifts or as commodities, an ideology that arguably provides the basis for many of the structures 

that are central to the political systems of heteropatriarchy, capitalism, speciesism, ageism, and 

many others, from marketing discourses to cow milk consumption, including reproduction 

regulatory technologies, prostitution or domestic work. I therefore believe that this is a crucial 

point that needs to guide and inspire a feminist analysis of egg donation practices. Moreover, 

within this frame, I shall also rely on theoretical positions that problematise and dissect the 

mechanisms that regulate the processes by which biomedicine sexes the body (Fausto-Sterling 

2000) and how they connect to the processes through which clinical disciplines gender, sex 

and (hetero)sexualise such bodies, in a manner that paves the way for the articulation of a 

potentially pernicious discourse of sorority, linked to individualism, merchantilisation and 

neoliberalism.  
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Furthermore, I am also interested in exploring the concept of intersectionality, which in 

turn frames the conceptualisation of the different actors that take virtual part in this project 

(donors, receivers, doctors, marketing assessors, etc.). As I mentioned in the introduction, since 

the main actors involved in this project may be said to share a main characteristic – that is, 

identifying and/or being read as women – I believe that this project has an interesting potential 

for an intersectional inquiry into the construction of femaleness/femininity in ways that link 

and dig back into one of the core entities that shape and keep this category together: 

reproduction. The centrality of reproduction in discourses of the body is almost a constant 

throughout different genealogies and, in my opinion, shapes the way in which female bodies 

are medicalised in qualitatively different ways than male ones. As Australian philosopher 

Rosalyn Diprose puts it: 

Perhaps it is because the pregnant body is the site of reproduction of the ‘normal’ body (…) 
even in ‘normal’ pregnancy, what the mother does with her body, what she ingests, how she 
moves and when, is considered to be a legitimate target for (…) concern (Diprose 1994, pp. 25-
26) 

 

Feminist cultural studies of technoscience 

In this thesis I have chosen to refer to feminist cultural studies of technoscience instead 

of feminist science and technology studies or other similar denominations that can be found in 

the literature because I follow the work of Anneke Smelik and Nina Lykke (2008) who, in the 

section on histories and genealogies in their book Bits of Life: Feminism at the Intersections of 

Media, Bioscience, and Technology, use this term as the centre of a diagram representing a 

conceptual implosion implying feminist studies, cultural studies, science and technology 

studies, and the numerous influences that have taken place between them. Therefore, I feel that 

this term is broader and more inclusive than other possible alternatives, and fits better the mixed 

methodology that I understand as the basis of my research project. As Lykke puts it: 

Feminist studies of technoscience, as a field, brings together the founding acts of deconstruction 
of all the other overlapping areas. Thus, it connects the displacement of positivist notions of 
technoscience, the disregarding of beliefs in technological determinism, and the explosion of 
elitist notions of culture. In so doing, it makes room for an analysis of technoscience as cultural 
activity, as signifying practice, and as everyday life practices (Lykke 2008, p. 12) 
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However, before moving more in detail into some of the approaches that we owe to 

authors writing from a position within cultural studies of technoscience, I am interested in 

briefly exploring the issue of disciplinarity and, more particularly, in reflecting upon the nature 

of feminist studies in general, and feminist studies of culture and technoscience in particular. 

In order to do so, I continue to follow Lykke’s work, this time by looking at her work on 

feminist studies as a “postdisciplinary discipline”. By doing so, I intend to draw some basic 

ideas of what it means to work from a feminist perspective in contemporary academic contexts. 

Presently, a debate exists around the (des)institutionalisation of relatively new areas of 

knowledge production that try to work in cross-sectional, transdisciplinary ways, such as 

women’s/gender/feminist studies. These are disciplines that emerge from critical, anti-

oppressive, emancipatory discourses, and that therefore focus on pointing out problems 

inherent to traditional academic fields, systems and practices rather than building upon a 

concrete object of study. As a result, these (post)disciplines (Lykke, 2010) address social, 

scientifico-technical, political, cultural and structural issues that impregnate each and every 

one of the areas of human life, and therefore have serious consequences for the lives of 

communities of people. This does not necessarily mean that feminist and other critical studies 

always work in a transdisciplinary, cross-sectional way, though they operate as a postdiscipline 

in the sense that has been sketched out in the previous lines8. 

One of the key characteristics of feminist studies is the focus on the study of sex/gender 

issues in a way that is not limited to them but, instead, expands beyond them in order to 

encompass an unlimited number of topics that a feminist analysis of the world can give birth 

to. In this sense, some authors consider feminist theory not only as a set of positions and 

models, but also as an epistemological tradition and a culture of analytical practices that 

unravel everyday life phenomena in a characteristic, idiosyncratic way (Lykke 2008). This 

opens up to a debate around the issue of (feminist) epistemologies: how to critically address 

																																																													
8	I understand transdisciplinarity as mutual influence and interconnectedness between areas of knowledge and 
tools of knowledge production that are understood as different disciplines in traditional academia, while by 
postdisciplinarity I mean the abolition of such disciplines and therefore the emergence of a radically different way 
of knowledge production that is not based in this academic organisation. This view is inspired by the work of 
Lykke (2010). 



Elisabet Tasa-Vinyals, MD 
 Master Thesis 

	

Page 29 of 97 
	

epistemology from a feminist perspective and/or how to position ourselves epistemologically 

when researching as feminists.  

In this regard, the idea of a “successor-science”, mostly explored by American 

philosopher of science Sandra Harding (1986) seems appealing to many feminist scientists and 

technicians, including myself until quite recently. It was my belief some years ago that, if 

medicine has been and continues to be built in a very biased way, embedded in heterosexist, 

racist, ageist and ableist perspectives, the solution to such biases and mistakes was to correct 

this faulted science-making process that is responsible for inexact conclusions, knowledges, 

practices and attitudes. Rationally speaking, the replacement of the traditional science with “a 

new science […] which abolishes all the biases, negligence, lacks and distorted outlooks” 

(Lykke 2010, p. 17) of the former, seems feasible and the most preferable way of fixing the 

problematics of the current science without falling for the trap of some reductionist, and 

eventually equally problematic, anti-science attitudes and practices. However, according to 

Lykke, Harding herself is critical of the idea of “successor-science”, and argues that it is not 

possible to achieve neutrality by merely changing the standpoint and/or making it more 

inclusive (multiple standpoints), because knowledge-producing practices themselves 

(epistemologies) are not neutral, since they are necessarily the function of the producers’ 

idiosyncratic situatedness. Therefore, Lykke concludes, “profoundly new research questions 

are needed” (Lykke 2010, p. 18).  

From my point of view, the birth and development of feminist cultural studies of 

technoscience have been at the same time a consequence of and a prerequisite for the 

progressive complexification and postdisciplinarisation of feminist studies. In any case, I argue 

that, amongst the natural and applied scientists and technicians who embrace feminism and 

other critical perspectives, there is currently a consensus around the critique of the modern 

understanding of science and technology as decontextualised, disembodied, neutral, universal 

and objective practices, and also of the idea that it is either possible nor desirable to achieve a 

corpus of knowledge with such characteristics. There is therefore an agreement on the 

impossibility of achieving an epistemological neutrality and the need to deeply transform the 

scientific and technological paradigm, mainly by abolishing the research subject-object 
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dichotomy, and by posing new scientific questions and exploring new scientific answers arising 

from, but not only, the inclusion of traditionally marginalised social groups as subjects-objects 

of research.  

Thus, in my understanding, feminist cultural studies of technoscience provide an 

opportunity for sociopolitical analysis and critique of the concepts of bio(techno)logy that 

ultimately serve complex and potentially oppressive regimes of power-knowledge, and that 

until relatively recently have gone unquestioned thanks to the protection provided by 

hegemonic institutions of knowledge production, distribution and consumption. Yet at the 

same time, feminist cultural studies of technoscience as a postdiscipline has arguably opened 

up a space for technoscientists trained in traditional models to penetrate into critical studies in 

ways that innovate both the forms and the content of traditional feminist inquiries, and that 

have as one of the most relevant consequences the idea of the tangible, of the bodily 

configurations and bio-physio-molecular realities, as central points of the feminist 

contemporary critical discourse. In this sense, the contribution of the exceptionally rich 

perspective of Donna Haraway has been crucial, and because of this I would like to briefly 

illustrate these ideas by borrowing the main character of one of her most famous pieces on 

feminist cultural studies of technoscience: the cyborg (Haraway 1991). 

It has been written that “Haraway’s feminist appropriation of the cyborg is perhaps the 

most influential figuration produced by feminist cultural studies of technoscience” (Lykke 

2008, p. 13). The cyborg is portrayed as a peculiar creature originally conceived to be operated 

following the C3I (Command-Control-Communication-Intelligence) logic in a Cold War 

scenario, which in turn was intended to replace "brute force" in military contexts. In this sense, 

the hybrid essence of the cyborg as organic/artificial, partly human, partly technology, is used 

as an analogy of the nature/culture issue as central in contemporary times. Given this 

sophisticated hint, Haraway argues, the cyborg has eventually come to symbolise both the 

destructive (life-threatening, abortive) and the reproductive (life-prolonging, creative) powers 

of modern science, in ways that are often sensually intertwined. The traditional androcentrism 

in technoscience (and knowledge production in general) has been widely criticised from 

feminist perspectives; and, indeed, many contemporary technologies still serve hegemonic 
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political and societal structures in some way, intimately encompassed with neoliberalist and 

heteropatriarchal ideas. The critical input of feminist cultural studies of technoscience on the 

intersections of organic/inorganic substance might be a powerful tool to point out inequalities 

and problematic practices in technoscientific discourses and practices, even more when, one 

could argue, feminism might have historically fallen short when it comes to factually and 

effectively contesting the practices that ignore or damage different communities of women 

without disregarding technoscience’s potential to act as a tool for the progress of humanity and 

the empowerment of minorities. As Cecilia Åsberg writes: "The feminist stance regarding the 

sciences and biology is not necessarily oppositional" (2009, p. 28).   

Some audiovisual, commercial and political discourses argue that technoscience can be 

emancipatory for women as it can free them from bodily realities such as menstruation and 

childbearing. One of the possible readings of this move is to see it as a latent conflict between 

feminisms that stress the classical notion of gender (what we might call more constructionist 

perspectives) and corpomaterialist, postconstructionist feminisms (characterised by an 

emphasis on both the body, including the biological sex, with all of its multiple complexities, 

and discourse)9. Moreover, these issues could also be read as linked to the (alleged) division 

between a technophilic10 and a technophobic critique to oppressive structures that operate on 

bodies, as Haraway’s essay on the cyborg suggests, and at the same time speak about the 

contemporary need to overcome such dichotomies in ways that embrace the potentials of the 

intersections of feminism and technoscience.  

From my point of view, there are still multiple unresolved tensions and complexities 

regarding the effects and potentialities of technoscience on the specifically female bodily 

realities (menstruation, childbearing, birthgiving, breastfeeding), nor is there a unanimous 

feminist view on these issues. However, one of the roles of feminist cultural studies of 

technoscience is arguably to unlink technoscience from the oppressive systems and practices 

																																																													
9	Though both constructionist and postconstructionist perspectives acknowledge and work with both matter and 
discourse, what I am referring to here is the stress that is mostly put in one or the other in most of the academic 
productions that come from (post)constructionist perspectives.	
10 It is important to stress that the cyborg is not a naively technophilic figure, but rather an icon of affirmation 
and criticism of technology.	
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it has historically been intertwined with, starting by questioning and problematising the ways 

of doing and telling technoscience, with a particular interest – for the purpose of this thesis – 

in reproductive practices as particularly loaded paradigms of collisions of technoscience and 

female bodies. As Haraway puts it: 

With roots in local and international women’s health movements as well as in various scholarly 
communities, since the early 1970s feminists have developed a rich toolkit for technoscience 
studies through their attention to the social-technical webs that constitute reproductive practice 
(Haraway 1997, p. 35) 

Feminist cultural studies of technoscience therefore provide a framework from which 

we can question technologies of reproduction (IVF, contraception, induced abortion) through 

a critical, anti-oppressive lens. Simultaneously, I believe this postdiscipline also provides a tool 

to identify dissonances in different contemporary feminist discourses about technoscience, 

including narratives that illustrate how different women’s stories are touched differently – 

perhaps symbiotically – by particular uses of technoscience. Feminist cultural studies of 

technoscience examines both what are the potentials of technoscience for (re)producing 

sociopolitical inequalities and how technoscience may incorporate sites of resistance. Finally, 

feminist cultural studies of technoscience shows how traditionally feminist concepts such as 

empowerment, body autonomy or sorority can be (re)interpreted in peculiar ways in the context 

of technoscience of human reproduction. 

 

Bodily materialism 

Since I am working here with visual materials that intend to portray particular images 

of femaleness/femininity in a context of reproduction, I am also paying a considerable deal of 

attention to bodily materialism understood as the way bodies come to matter via, but also 

transcending, their representations. Thus, I pay attention not only to the representation of 

wholly configured adult female bodies such as the ones we can see in most of the pieces of 

advertisement in contemporary Western countries – not only in advertisements that have to do 

with ovum donation, IVF or reproduction, but in general. Instead, I want to underline here that 

a critical distinctive feature of the kinds of materials that I analyse is precisely the significant 
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way in which publicity imaging portrays – directly or indirectly – other sorts of bodily realities 

at different levels (e.g. by portraying cells, tissues, and unborn bodies in ways that I believe 

are quite unique to this sort of advertising). 

Feminist theorists draw attention to the ideological power and relevance of 

technoscientific visual culture, and especially the visual technologies of reproduction. Haraway 

puts it succinctly: 

Both the whole earth and the fetus owe their existence as public objects to visualizing 
technologies. These technologies include computers, video cameras, satellites, sonography 
machines, optical fiber technology, television, microcinematography, and much more. The 
global fetus and the spherical whole Earth both exist because of, and inside of, technoscientific 
visual culture. Yet, I think, both signify touch. Both provoke yearning for the physical 
sensuousness of a wet and blue-green Earth and a soft, fleshy child. That is why these images 
are so ideologically powerful. They signify the immediately natural and embodied, over and 
against the constructed and disembodied (Haraway 1997, p. 23) 

Moreover (and following Haraway), when I speak of visual technologies of 

reproduction I shall not only include more or less sophisticated medical images of the pregnant 

body and the developing foetus, but also visual materials coming from practices of 

aestheticisation of science understood as artistico-ideological interpretations of the images 

provided by the technoscientific visual apparatuses, e.g. the famous photographs by Swedish 

author Lennart Nilsson. Even though with apparently very different purposes, I understand 

such images as connected to the materials that I analyse in this thesis, in the sense that they 

share the ideological power that operates via complex, visually imploded mechanisms that 

somehow condensate extremely complex concepts (e.g. life, conception, love, kinship) into 

extremely powerful, emotionally-charged, meaning-imploded images. By making those 

images accessible to the human eye, one can experiment with the borders of the visible and the 

invisible, the macro- and the microscopic, the inert and the alive, the present and the absent, 

the explicit and the latent.  
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Image 3. Fetus, 18 weeks. Photography by Lennart Nilsson. Taken from 
http://100photos.time.com/photos/lennart-nilsson-fetus 

 

From a cellular to a functional level, bodies read in a binary gender system as female 

have been not only strongly thought about and intensively mapped, but also “habitually 

conceptualised and valued in a quite different way from those of men” (Shildrick 1997, p. 13). 

This becomes especially self-evident when one examines the theorisations and interpretations 

that have historically been produced around the physiology of reproduction in the female body. 

A particularly distinct feature of such theorisations, as Shildrick puts it, is that “it is 

comparatively rare in medical illustration of any period to find images which show the 

embryo/foetus as having any essential connection with the maternal body” (Shildrick, 1997, p. 

38). Instead, it is typical of classical medical visual discourses to portray the foetus as a sort of 

completely independent diminutive homencule almost completely formed freely floating in 

amniotic fluid, as if they were living independently from the mother. In this sense, when 

“depicting the opened-up pregnant body of a woman, the sense of disconnection is powerful, 

for not only is the infant body highly developed and seemingly independent (…) but the mother 

herself shows no concern at her interior burden. To all intents her body is simply a container, 
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contingently filled, but essentially empty, and the woman as person is marked by absence” 

(Shildrick, 1997, p. 38). This issue of the emptiness, sometimes also conceptualised as 

leakiness, of the female body and especially of the female reproductive system is recurrent in 

biomedical literature, and arguably constitutes a source of ontological anxiety in the modernity. 

On the other hand, the idea of disconnectedness of the embryo/foetus from the mother’s uterus 

and, ultimately, from her persona is by no means a mere historical anecdote, since it paves the 

way and lies behind the ideas that back up current controversial issues such as IVF and 

surrogacy, and it is still central to contemporary discourses of pregnancy and childbearing (see 

image 5). Shildrick’s text is illustrated by the following image, which she takes from a 

manuscript miniature from Leinzig Codex 1122 (c. 1400). 

 

Image 4. Gravida from miniature painting in Leinzig Codex 1122 (c. 1400), reproduced in 
Shildrick’s book Leaky bodies and boundaries: feminism, potsmodernism and (bio)ethics (1997). This 

file comes from Wellcome Images, a website operated by Wellcome Trust, a global charitable 
foundation based in the United Kingdom. Taken from WikiMedia Commons: 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:%27Gravida%27_circa_1400_Wellcome_M0000412.jpg 
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Traditional medical conceptualisations of bodies, which arise from dualist, positivist, 

empiricist ideas, even nowadays officially claim their validity and neutrality. However, one 

may problematise this idea and conceptualise the materiality of the body not as some 

preexisting, fixed condition awaiting to be uncovered by scientific knowledge or technological 

imagery tools, but rather as a set of representations and interpretations of chaotic biomolecular 

phenomena. The interpretations of the bodily elements, normal or anatomopathological, and of 

the bodily functions, healthy or dysfunctional, create ideologically charged meanings that 

articulate particular views of reality and therefore create an ontological/epistemological 

atmosphere in which certain bodies are deemed as more knowledgeable and/or better suited for 

knowledge production/distribution, while at the same time the possession of this knowledge 

legitimates control over other bodies in terms of, for example, medical care or biosecurity. It 

is important to note here that it is not only the bodily configuration of the people who take part 

in such process of knowledge production/distribution that matters, nor the cultural reading that 

one does of such features, but a complex set of oppressive ideas that direct the questions and 

answers that are taught and produced; for instance, the progressive feminisation of medicine 

and technoscience does not necessarily mean that such disciplines become more critical or pro-

feminist. 
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Image 5. Advertisement found in 2017 in the office of Assistència Sanitària Col·legial (ASC) 
in Badalona (Barcelona). ASC is one of the main private health insurance companies operating in the 

Barcelona area. The message reads: “Science at the service of life” 

 

Epistemological hegemonic practices legitimate certain ways of understanding and 

conceptualising living matter: they organise biosociopolitical systems in ways that establish 

what is “normal function” versus “dysfunction”, delimitate risk and protector factors, define 

health and normality, as well as what is therapeutical or pathogenic, ethically acceptable or 

pernicious, and ultimately, technically and/or (bio)ethically possible or impossible. 

Finally, I believe that one can find in the concepts coming from bodily materialism a 

useful tool to interpret an ideological bodily practice such as egg donation in sociopolitical 

terms. Thus, it becomes possible to produce an analysis that does not only account for the 

differences observed in the potential donors and IVF users, but also examines and contests the 

very idea that such categorisation can be thought of and displayed. Another important idea that 
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I would like to underline from this section, as it will be discussed further on during the analysis, 

is the one of cells/tissues/organs conceptualised as a gift and/or commodity within a capitalist, 

neoliberal scenario; that is, the naturalisation of the idea of donating, receiving, selling and 

purchasing biological materials from one individual to another in a relatively new bioeconomy 

of tissues (Mitchell & Waldby 2006). 

 

Intersectionality 

Individuals’ life experiences widely vary depending on sociopolitical categorisations. 

Despite of how intuitive this fact might seem, theoretical-academic analytical practices and 

political activism related to social inequalities have only relatively recently explicitly 

acknowledged this fact (for a deeper analysis of this issue, see Lykke [2010, pp. 67-86]), and 

are still struggling to properly account for the highly complex, subtly nuanced and idiosyncratic 

ways in which ascription to multilayered and dynamic sociocultural categorisation systems 

shapes human life experiences. Such categorisation processes and the power differentials that 

explain, sustain and legitimate them were historically thought of and analysed as isolated, non-

connected phenomena. The title of one of the first books that were published explicitly 

addressing intersectionality, All the Women are White, All the Blacks are Men, But Some of Us 

are Brave (Hull, Scott & Smith 1982) sums it up in a brief, sharp and ironic way. Moreover, 

the sociocultural axes of power have historically rarely been placed under the spotlight 

simultaneously, but rather been given academic and political credit in different degrees 

depending on the social, political, economic and scientific circumstances characterising 

different geographic and temporal points. An example of this is the focus on gender and 

race/ethnicity during most of the twentieth century, the focus on sexuality issues that came 

later, and the recent flourishing of specific branches of studies dedicated to the 

dominant/majority positions, such as masculinity studies or whiteness studies.  

In this context, Lykke proposes the following understanding of the concept of 

intersectionality: 
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Intersectionality can [...] be considered as a theoretical and methodological tool to analyse how 
historically specific kinds of power differentials and constraining normativities, based on 
discursively, institutionally and/or structurally constructed sociocultural characterisations such 
as gender, ethnicity, race, class, sexuality, age, dis/ability, un/healthiness, nationality, mother 
tongue, etc. interact, and so doing produce different kinds of societal inequalities and unjust 
social relations (Lykke 2010, p. 50) 

It is easy to agree on the fact that different power axes interplay in ways that create 

unique locations that must ethically, politically and epistemologically be made visible and 

profoundly addressed, because they allow policy conception and making in terms that serve 

the individual and collective interests of all the tax-paying, society-participating citizens, and 

represent a way to create and enhance social wellbeing and happiness. However, analysing 

power differentials that are not only intertwined, but also dynamic and fluid, can easily become 

troubling. Intersectionality is a tricky word in itself. Etymologically, it links to the concept of 

interaction, which is often used to describe the ways in which nature and culture are combined 

in almost all the phenomena observed in the natural world (in my [academic] background, for 

example, the way in which genetics and environmental factors such as diet or education – 

acting through epigenetic mechanisms – shape the phenotype of an individual in terms of 

health-disease, personality and other ways of cognitive functioning, among many others). As 

Lykke (2010) notes, prefix inter- implies the idea of crossroad or joint, which in turn entangles 

the picture of particular paths or separate entities (nature/culture; and even within those, the 

existence of smaller threads, such as the genetic, cellular, hystological, physiological, 

anatomical; psychological, phenomenological, psychosocial, cultural, political, etc.) that cross 

each other at a particular point, therefore creating what we could call the interaction moment. 

What happens after that, remains untold by the word itself. Do the categories sort of leave the 

individual, once they have performed an act on them? Or do they remain in them? Can we still 

conceive the categories, or the power differential axes if we talk about intersectionality, as 

separate entities that – even if entangled – can still be conceptualised and analysed in a 

particular case? In other words, the idea of unbounded identities meeting and influencing each 

other (inter-action) might not be fully accounting for what happens inside the subject; that is, 

the intra-action that takes place each and every time their different identities are born, evolve, 

revolve, or die in their personas (Lykke 2010, p. 51).  
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Another limitation of the concept of intersectionality relevant here is that it does not 

clearly tell when and how identities emerge from both inter-individual and intra-individual 

variance, nor does it say much about the processes in which they become relevant in terms of 

significantly shaping the subjective experience, and/or the processes in which they eventually 

reveal themselves as relevant to the eyes of academics and/or activists. For Kimberlé 

Crenshaw, usually quoted as the author who originally coined and started using the concept of 

intersectionality, the identities of black women had been “relegate[d] […] to a location that 

resist[ed] telling” (Crenshaw 1991, p. 1242). She defines such a location in the gap between 

patriarchy and racism, even though she acknowledges that the specific frameworks of race and 

gender cannot totally explain this location (1991: 1244-45). In this regard, Mari Matsuda 

(1991) suggests using the ask-the-other-question method in order to identify the hidden power 

differentials that are escaping the traditional analysis of a particular situation. This is a useful 

tool, capable of bringing up heterosexism where only racism and ageism – for example – had 

been taken into consideration. Bringing a new sociocultural dimension forward can drastically 

modify the terms in which a situation and its political implications are analysed, and since 

intersectionality mainly underlines the intertwining of oppressions and privileges in complex 

social relationships, I believe keeping an eye open to identify the multiple axes of power a 

particular discourse might be expressing is extremely important.  

Today intersectionality still remains a useful tool for critical analysis, immersed in a 

never-ending unfolding process in which new potentialities emerge and some uses are nuanced. 

In my opinion, this underlies the strength of intersectionality as a framework and as an 

analytical tool. I have chosen to use it in my thesis because I expect to find different power 

differential axes interplaying in the phenomenon that I am to analyse, an interplay that might 

reveal itself taking place in complex and perhaps unexpected ways. Despite the evidently 

gendered nature of the analysed materials, and the fact that sex/gender is perhaps the most 

obvious idea underlying discourses about reproduction in our context, one must not forget that 

the scenario I am dealing with here can be defined as one of commodification of cells and 

bodies in reproductive terms, which automatically makes the analysis more complex. In a 

context where – one can expect – some bodies are conceptualised and valued in different ways 
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than others, issues not only of sex/gender but of class, race, age, (dis)ability, etc. might arise. 

Given the case, intersectionality helps articulate the analysis. 
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CHAPTER THREE. Methodology 

Methods 

The postdisciplinary field of feminist research is characterised by its use of a plethora 

of methodological approaches and strategies, in order to successfully deal with a wide variety 

of topics and materials, as I have explored in the previous section. Therefore, approaches based 

on mixed methods are arguably not only particularly useful when researching from a feminist 

or otherwise critical perspective, but a necessary feature in order to succeed in doing so. In this 

chapter, I shall briefly account for my choice of methods in terms of theoretical and pragmatic 

adequacy to my aims and materials. I shall particularly explain and justify the choice of 

thematic analysis as a way to make sense of and present my results.  

The most coherent option with regards to my previous research experiences and 

educational background would have been to go for a quantitative methodology. However, I 

strongly believe that the nature of my research inquiries and materials goes better with a 

combination of qualitative methods, which is why I have decided to use textual analysis based 

on mainly visual materials. This way of analysis is rather unusual in both medical research and 

social sciences, and thus I am interested in experimenting with it and applying it, always from 

my position as a medical doctor, on materials that could be characterised as in-between spaces 

implying biomedicine, marketing, and politics.  

The study design that I have chosen is one of many possible, and it responds to the 

choice of a thematic analysis as a way of presenting my results. I believe that thematic analysis 

is the best way of articulating, organising and presenting the results of this project for several 

reasons. Firstly, the relatively innovative character of the questions and aims of this project, 

which wishes to interrogate a particular series of materials about specific and perhaps 

controversial issues related to complex intertwinings between technoscience, reproductive 

capacity, social inequality, bodily sovereignty, and many others. Since I am mostly interested 

in an exploratory analysis, I shall make methodological choices that are especially helpful when 

it comes to: a) identifying themes of interest in terms of unravelling how egg donation 

recruitment, understood as a marketing campaign in a neoliberal context, operates, b) 
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characterising areas of uncertainty or blurriness that demand further inquiry or perhaps even 

theoretical innovation, and c) mapping out ideas that might be useful for an intersectional 

feminist analysis of the relatively cryptic experiences of young female subjects as a paradigm 

of potential or actual egg donors. 

 

Study design: visual analysis 

 As mentioned earlier, this thesis provides a critical analysis of a few actual pieces of 

mostly visual advertising taken from the internet and/or from public spaces. I shall treat each 

piece as a story, one that is self-telling and displayable in unique and perhaps unexpected ways 

when in contact with the viewer’s agency. As mentioned earlier, the analysis is driven by 

questions linked to the different representations of femininity, femaleness, (re)production, 

sorority, and so on that one can identify in each story, with a particular focus on how they speak 

of change and, moreover, on how the possibilities for change remain open and endless. 

According to Buikema and Zarzycka (2011), in the context of feminist studies, visual 

analysis can be understood as the use of tools coming from semiotic, psychoanalytic and 

discursive traditions, incarnated in a number of concepts and tropes, to make sense of visual 

representations as a political issue, going beyond a merely aesthetic reading in order to point 

out the dominant and alternative understandings of reality that back up a particular 

representation. As they put it, “the feminist concern with visual analysis therefore is first and 

foremost aimed at exposing and differentiating this representational tradition” (Buikema & 

Zarzycka 2011). One of the most widely used concepts in feminist analysis of visual texts is 

that of the gaze (Berger 1972), later reinterpreted by Mulvey (1975), a notion that has to do 

with the asymetrical roles that are (re)created in the processos of creating and reading imagery, 

e.g. how observer-ness and looked-at-ness fall differently on different agents. This is 

particularly relevant when the observed object is an embodied one, given the pre-eminence of 

both visual texts and – as signalled before – of bodies, and differentially female bodies, in 

Western culture. In Haraway’s words, the gaze is what “mythically inscribes all the marked 

bodies, (…) [what] makes the unmarked category claim the power to see and not be seen, to 
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represent while escaping representation” (Haraway 2002, p. 677). In this way, the notion of the 

gaze helps us mark the existence of unmarked asymetries in the processes depiction and 

decoding of visual materials (e.g. the male gaze in mainstream pornography, the white gaze in 

colonial art, the human gaze in Youtube cat videos). For Buikema and Zarzycka (2011), 

another especially useful notion in visual analysis is that of the trope (Bal 2002), understood 

as a rhetorical device used recurrently in visual culture with a figurative intention (e.g. the 

Madonna). 

Moreover, the importance of visual analysis over other kinds of textual analysis shall 

be understood against the backdrop of the preponderance given to sight over other senses in 

Western contemporary culture. The teleological nature of sight as a sense has an allegorical 

role since it symbolises the subject’s ability to ideologically distance him/herself and disengage 

from the observed reality in a way that aligns with a tradition of disembodied knowledges. In 

this sense, the idea of infinite, universal vision is an illusion, a god-trick (Haraway 2002, p. 

678). However, the emergence of sight-based technologies such as glasses, microscopes, 

telescopes or sonography transductors trouble the idea of passive gazing, as Haraway herself 

points out succinctly:  

The ‘eyes’ made available in modern technological sciences shatter any idea of passive vision; 
these prosthetic devices show us that all eyes, including our own organic ones, are active 
perceptual systems, building translations and specific ways of seeing, that is, ways of life. There 
is no unmediated photograph or passive camera obscura in scientific accounts of bodies and 
machines; there are only highly specific visual possibilities, each with a wonderfully detailed, 
active, partial way of organizing worlds (Haraway 2002, p. 679) 

Indeed, in the previous section, I have referred to and exemplified some of the ways in 

which one can draw a link between visual imagery and technoscience, and how the former has 

had a role in the democratisation of the latter and contributed to shifting the boundaries that 

once existed between technoscience, art, and popular culture (Haraway 1997). Furthermore, I 

have argued for the conceptualisation of technoscience as culture, and therefore have discussed 

the need for a postdisciplinary study of the body from the lens of what we have called feminist 

cultural studies of technoscience. Though one might argue that visual imagery used for artistic 

and marketing/recruitment purposes differ in many and important ways, I believe it is crucial 

to bear in mind the multiple analogies that exist between them, basically in terms of 
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representational systems that are powerfully ideological and that have the potential for 

meaning-making. I am interested in analysing visual materials as performative in themselves, 

for they (re)create, speak of and transgress meanings that are socially, politically and intimately 

functional. In the case of egg donation advertisement pieces, this performance is operated 

through particularly interesting mechanisms, for they connect intimate worlds (emotions, 

desires, instincts, wishes) to political values (family, reproduction) in a way that has specific 

economic and social implications. Visual analysis has the potential to capture this complex 

transition of feelings, ideas and meanings.  

 

Data collection 

 I have collected advertisements that promote egg donation and/or recruit potential egg 

donors from public spaces accessible to women in Barcelona, both physical and virtual. All of 

them were publicly available during the research period (meaning, accessible to any person 

who virtually or physically “passes by”, without restrictions of membership or of other kind), 

and mentioned ovum donation explicitly. I have chosen not to use quotes in order to keep a 

proportion between materials collected from physical and virtual environments, for some of 

the pieces of advertisement can be found in both settings and also because I do not feel that the 

precedence is relevant in terms of content or analysis. Out of a first selection of approximately 

100 pieces of advertisement, I have selected approximately 40 pieces that are especially 

interesting in terms of intersectional feminist analysis, and/or especially representative of 

concepts or ideas that appear reiteratively in the collected materials. Therefore, this project 

might be considered as a pilot study.  

The analysis of the selected pieces has been guided by the concepts and ideas that I 

have mapped out in the theoretical framework, and has been aimed towards identifying the 

most relevant themes that arise from the texts. The analysis is semi-structured, that is, guided 

by a series of topics or questions that I use to inspire interpretations (see appendix). The list 

has been used as a guideline to articulate ideas that are somehow present in the materials, but 

was not intended to be extensive nor exclusive. Newly appeared topics were therefore noted 
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and equally considered. As mentioned earlier, results are presented in the form of a thematic 

analysis. Obviously, due to the time and space limitations that frame this thesis, not all of the 

possible themes have been addressed and some have been given preponderance over others. 

 

Ethical considerations 

Since the advertisements I analyse are displayed in public spaces, I shall use them 

without explicit permission of the creators/owners, though whenever possible I keep the 

information about the source of the materials (e.g. names of the clinics) to make them traceable 

and acknowledge the authors and advertisers. When the advertisements are taken from social 

media sites, I use screenshots and have chosen to cover the public comments posted below 

them, even though they are publicly available on such social media sites, for privacy reasons. 

Moreover, I do not comment on them, for that would exceed the purposes of this thesis. 

My situatedness as a researcher and my position with regards to the materials have been 

discussed in detail in chapter one. 

	

Limitations 

The design of this study is of course not exempt from weak points, which could result 

in limitations including the following: 

a) Misrepresentation of visual materials, since collection and selection procedures are 

not systematised, and the procedence of the materials is timely and geographically 

limited. 

b) Partial representation of the potential donors that the visual materials are aimed at, 

since the analysis is carried out by a single researcher who arguably finds herself in 

a privileged position when it comes to the egg donation industry and, more 

generally, the commodification of the bodies and tissues. With the purpose of 

partially overcome this limitation, I initially tried to complement the visual analysis 

with a focus group including different women that are somehow touched by the 
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theme of my thesis, but due to logistic limitations it has not been possible. 

Therefore, important views are likely to stay out of the study, e.g. racialised women, 

trans women, disabled women. 

c) Partial inclusion of thoughts, ideas and feelings stimulated by the examination of 

the materials, given the intimate nature of the topic under discussion (reproduction) 

and the eventual consequences that the content of this thesis could have for a young 

medical professional like myself at the very beginning of their career in a 

particularly demanding and endogamous field of medicine. Simultaneously, the fact 

that medicine is currently a rather traditional area in which conventional structures 

of power are notoriously present might contribute to compromise my openness and 

willingness to share all my thoughts and impressions on the topics of the analysis, 

since the ideas expressed in a public document such as a thesis might have 

consequences for future career development in the medical profession. 

Finally, I wish to emphasise that the present study shall be understood as centred in a 

particular timely and geopolitical context, and therefore does not aim to be representative of 

what might happen in other areas, political regions, and/or different environments, even if 

analogous to the one in this study in some manner. Moreover, I do not suggest that the views 

of relatively privileged women are representative of other groups of women, nor that all young 

women who might be targeted as donors face struggles that are comparable in the apparatus of 

ovum donor recruitment in my context (e.g. impoverishment, abuse, immigration, lack of 

access to education, marginalisation, etc.). 
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CHAPTER FOUR. Thematic Analysis 
 

“You’ve got something that makes you extraordinary”: The goddess, the fairy, 

the hero 

 

Image 6. The advertisement above reads: “You’ve got something that makes you extraordinary. 
Because your help is essential so that a woman can become a mother”. Advertisement by Quirón Grupo 

Hospitalario 

 

The pieces presented in this section somehow express or underline tropes of 

extraordinariness, mysticism, superpower; evoke images of a creator goddess; and/or speak of 

the female body as sacred (a “temple for reproduction”), reproductive capacity as a defining 

attribute of women. The idea that the capacity to give life emanates from the gonad in a 

somehow sacred or extraordinary way is omnipresent. Therefore, there seems to be the 

intention of connecting ordinary women to the world of the divine or extraordinary, via 

different metaphors (mythological creatures, superheroes) in an attempt to sacralise the 

feminine in terms of the female reproductive capacity. However, simultaneously, since the 

presence of the biological gonad or ovary is implicit in all the images, there is a conflict 
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between this sacralisation and an opposite ideological effort towards reification of female 

bodies, for the gonad is nonetheless seen as something that a woman can ‘magically’ produce 

but then can be extracted, given, sold, purchased, and used by another body. Thus, magic seems 

to eventually be something that can be transformed, be it into monetary value, be it into other 

less material benefits for the subject, like for instance feelings of generosity and helpfulness.  

 

Image 7. The advertisement above reads: “…and thanks to a good fairy you were born”. The subtitle 
specifies that this is allegedly a real comment from a patient (receiver). Advertisement by EuDona Donación de 

Óvulos 
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Image 8. The advertisement above reads: “…and that was how a good fairy helped mom”. Posted on 
Facebook along with the comment: “Once upon a time, an egg donor”. Advertisement by EuDona Donación de 

Óvulos 

 

Paradoxically, behind many of the advertisements found here there seems to be the 

positioning of the ovary as something central to one’s identity, and therefore as a feature that 

makes every woman unique in an almost divine sense; while, simultaneously, an emphasis is 

made on the interchangeability of biological material between different bodies. This can be 

interpreted in terms of power transference, and/or erasure of borders between women’s bodies. 

In any case, a material entity such as a cell is translated into something immaterial and 

inherently good and valuable, e.g. magic, life, power. Implicit mentions to sorority as altruistic 

power transfer and a sense of a feminine universal, which naturalises and makes tissue transfer 

between bodies fall into the same category of female beauty, are noticeable in the texts and 

might serve a function in universalising femaleness/femininity and dehumanising individual 

female subjects under the label of “ovum producers”. Later in this section I return to the issue 

of the fragmentation of the female body, particularly in a reproductive context. 

	



Elisabet Tasa-Vinyals, MD 
 Master Thesis 

	

Page 51 of 97 
	

 

Image 9. The advertisement above reads: “You’ve got superpowers. You can help by donating eggs”. 
Advertisement by EuDona Donación de Óvulos 

 

 

Image 10. The advertisement above reads: “Ready?”. Posted on Facebook along with the comment: 
“No, it’s not a disguise. She’s a superhero willing to help other women”, and multiple hashtags. Advertisement 

by EuDona Donación de Óvulos 
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The patina of sacredness or extraordinariness links to issues of benevolent sexism, and 

helps the materials operate in a Latin society in which this expression of heteropatriarchy has 

historically been more prevalent than in other cultures. This move allows the advertisements 

to increase their chances of social acceptance, e.g. by always making it legible that a woman is 

a precious, valuable creature. Though this preciousness is clearly linked to their reproductive 

capacity, and more particularly to the capacity of producing cells that allow life to be 

(re)produced in a way that is autonomous of the donor body, none of the advertisements show 

nor even suggest the reproductive body area of the featured females, e.g. the belly. This 

connects with the universal trope of the Madonna or Virgin Mary, which glorifies motherhood 

while erasing or condemning sexuality. 

There is in these advertisements an implicit sense of shared responsibility among 

women as a universal sisterhood, which is apparently supposed to transgress boundaries of age 

and class, about the issue of motherhood and, as it can be ultimately interpreted, about 

reproduction as a global issue. I will return to these topics later as well, but it is worth noting 

here how motherhood is conceptualised as something inherently desirable for all women, on 

the one hand, and as universally beneficial at a person-transcending level; and how it is from 

these ideas that the notion of the duty of providing help and contributing to the global mission 

is drawn from. 

Finally, it should be noted how in the last piece the role of the hero is extended to the 

doctors that participate in the assisted reproduction process, and the text subverts the traditional 

social role of physicians as life savers for that of life creators. Once again, the link with divinity 

is implicit and if we combine the messages encoded in the different pieces we might find that 

there is the suggestion of an alliance between the medical professionals, who bring the skill of 

life creating, and the young female donors, who provide the “raw material” of life. 

Interestingly, the male role in reproduction is totally erased from the advertisements in this 

section, except for the presence of a male doctor – along with a female doctor, both white, 

young and successful – in the last piece. 
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Image 11. The advertisement above reads: “You’ve got the gift. What if the chance of bringing miracle 
to the life of another woman who cannot make use of her own eggs was put on your hands? You have the gift of 

life. Become an egg donor”, and multiple hashtags. Advertisement by IVI 

 

 

Image 12. The advertisement above reads: “The new superheroes don’t save lives… they create it (sic.) [them]”. 
Unknown advertiser 
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“The most anticipated gift”: Organs, tissues and cells as gifts  

 

Image 13. The advertisement above reads: “The most anticipated gift”. Advertisement by IVI  

 

The ads in this section connect with the dimensions of value, altruism, sorority, 

selflessness, and self-fulfilment. In these pieces, we can implicitly or explicitly see 

organs/tissues/cells involved in (apparently) non-monetary transactions. The theme of the 

fragmentation of the subject, which links to the claim for a detachment from one’s bodily 

reality, is again present in this section, as was introduced in the previous one. In some of the 

pieces we can also interpret a certain communicative effort towards the banalisation of 

organs/tissues/cells and their donation. 
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Image 14. The advertisement above reads: “Motherhood is a gift to many women. Give eggs”. 
Advertiser: Dexeus (taken from the Facebook profile 

https://www.facebook.com/pg/DonacionOvulos.DexeusMujer) 

 

 

Image 15. The advertisement above reads: “Give eggs. Give away life”. Advertiser: IMFER 

 

While there is a reiterative expression and emphasis on the value of organs/tissues/cells 

in terms of an allegedly great potential to create/restore life and health, there is at the same time 

the picture of them as something to give away without much concern. In one of the ads the egg 

is implicitly depicted using the metaphor of a balloon, therefore evocating images of 
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playfulness and perishability. Some of the pieces imply the idea that, since cells and tissues 

belong to the bodily realm and are apparently excessive in the donor’s body, they are not of 

any use and are therefore disposable. There is, however, a contrast between the low value that 

the egg has for the donor and the invaluableness that it has for the receiver, in a way that again 

evokes ideas of a global sisterhood of women that transcends age, class, and other social 

features – though, interestingly enough, it does not seem to transcend race/ethnicity. 

 

 

Image 16. The advertisement above reads: “You are young and have thousands of them. Become an 
egg donor”. Advertiser: Instituto Marqués 
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The banalisation of the biologic material and of the donation process itself becomes 

more evident in this last set of advertisements, which use the personification of the oocytes as 

endearing creatures that one has in numbers of “thousands” and that can be given away easily. 

The resource of personification contributes to the process of fragmentation of the potential 

donor, since her cells are not seen as an integrative part of herself, but rather as independent 

beings that are excessive and disposable.  

 

Image 17. The advertisement above reads: “Why not share this super healthy egg?”. Advertiser: 
EuDona Donación de Óvulos 
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Image 18. The advertisement above reads: “There are lots of eggs in your ovary, but this one here is the 
most solidary!”. Advertiser: EuDona Donación de Óvulos 

 

In one of the pieces, ovum donation is directly compared to watching Sex and the City, 

a series choice that is not at all innocent given the fact that its main characters are four white, 

upper-class, single women that are portrayed as strong, independent, and paradigmatic of 

female liberation in a neoliberal understanding. In this way, there is a glamourisation of egg 

donation, by presenting the decision of donating as a progressive, liberal feminist one that the 

successful characters of Sex and the City would certainly have made in order to be able to buy 

an extra pair of Prada shoes. Nonetheless, it is also possible to see this reference to the mythical 

series of the nineties as an acknowledgement of the fact that the economic drive might be 

behind some of the decisions to donate, since – especially in the first seasons – the characters 

are portrayed as young women who are often financially broke due to their “addiction” to an 

expensive, glamourous lifestyle, and because of that often have to turn to wealthy or otherwise 

privileged men in order to keep their social status. If we look at it this way, the advertisement 

goes even further by implying that the price to pay here is somehow easier (and “shorter”) than 

the emotional drama depicted in a Sex and the City season. 
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Image 19. The advertisement above reads: “It lasts way shorter than a Sex and the City season and has a 
way more exciting ending. Make it positive. You can. A lot of couples need your help in order to achieve their 

dream”. Advertiser: CREA 
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Image 20. The advertisement above reads: “Exam time and donating...” Posted on Facebook along with 
the comment: “Did you know that donating eggs is compatible with your studies?”. Advertiser: EuDona 

Donación de Óvulos 

 

These last two pieces are perhaps the most open and directly addressed towards young 

women (that is, in this context here, women in their twenties), and more specifically students 

(see the reference to the compatibility between the donation process and preparing for exams). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	



Elisabet Tasa-Vinyals, MD 
 Master Thesis 

	

Page 61 of 97 
	

“I will never meet you but I will always be grateful to you”: The sorority behind 

the idea of a global motherhood (The Global Ovary) 

 

Image 21. The advertisement above reads: “Remember that you are very special to the life of another 
person”. The subtitle specifies that this is allegedly a real comment from a patient (receiver). Advertiser: 

EuDona Donación de Óvulos 

 

In this third section I present the pieces that best depict ideas of globalism, universalism, 

and of sorority understood in a context of what we might call liberal feminism. These pieces 

seem to speak of the idea of an alliance of women in service of global reproduction, which 

inevitably links to the portrait of (in)fertility as global health issue.  



Elisabet Tasa-Vinyals, MD 
 Master Thesis 

	

Page 62 of 97 
	

 

Image 22. The advertisement above reads: “Help another woman become a mother. Give your eggs and 
you will feel compensated”. Advertiser: Centre de Reproducció Assistida 

 

We keep seeing here a rhetoric of motherhood as central to the lives of women, that is, 

a portray of maternity as a unique yet universal experience that all or at least a wide majority 

of women wish to experience. Images of happy conception, pregnancy, delivery and early 

motherhood are presented as the norm, in a visual imagery where both donors and receivers 

that share a very similar physical appearance. Their belonging to the same community is thus 

emphasised, and in some cases the physical similarity is so intense that models used in the 

advertisements even seem members of the same families.  Visual images of hegemonic female 

beauty standards are displayed alongside messages that allegedly celebrate diversity and 

variability, though always within a certain framework of desirable characteristics (whiteness, 

slimness, soft skin, light eyes, straight hair…). These physical characteristics evocate the high-
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middle class living in Spain, and exclude groups of population where racialised traits are more 

frequently found (e.g. immigrants). Although some of the messages in the advertisements seem 

to attempt to carry out a deliberate erasure of differences between women (e.g. by transmitting 

the idea that anyone can be a donor and that anyone could be a receiver one day), there is a 

very specific portrait of the donor that actually excludes most young women in a situation of 

economic vulnerability in the context of a European country at present time. This might be read 

as a form of racism within inequality, that is, “privileging” the white and local amongst the 

poor. Another distinctive feature of the women appearing in the advertisements is their very 

young age – actually, some of them could pass as teenagers, while the legal age for ovum 

donation in Spain is eighteen years old. 

 

Image 23. The advertisement above is posted on Facebook along with the comment: “Thanks for 
helping us fulfil the BIGGEST of our DREAMS”. Advertiser: Dexeus 

 

We see here some pieces where advertisers have decided to directly or indirectly depict 

children in a physical way as newborns or young toddlers,  in a subtler way as sonographic 
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images or as images of pregnant bellies, or even as an implicit presence behind the picture of 

tiny baby bootees, or of a positive pregnancy test. The glimpse into the private moments in 

which a woman or a couple get sensorial access to their children, and particularly when they 

get physical and direct access to their baby for the first time, is illustrative of an idea of 

reproductive networks, which links to what I call the “Global Ovary”. As I understand it, when 

looking at these pictures of babies, I see an intention to erase the boundaries of individual 

women and families, and instead globalise the babies that are born as products of assisted 

reproduction. The message behind this publicity strategy seems to be: ‘Look what a cute baby 

we have made from your eggs!’. In this sense, the portraits universalise these babies and elevate 

them to the category of ‘children of the (developed) world’, transcending their condition of 

children of their respective families. The aforementioned notion of oocyte donation as an act 

of generosity by which one shares one of her most precious goods: her reproductive cells, 

becomes strongly present here again.  

 

Image 24. The advertisement above is posted on Facebook along with the comment: “When giving 
eggs, you are helping a woman to fulfil her dream of becoming a mother’”. Advertiser: Dexeus 
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The “Global Ovary” is a fabrication of a biological, political and economic context in 

which women get access to reproductive cells that do not come from their own reproductive 

system. Moreover, this image can be expanded in a way that also encompasses people without 

a reproductive system capable of creating oocytes, but who could also be granted hypothetical 

access to this source of life material. However, the image of the “Global Ovary” that these 

pieces depict is not that of a universal network of solidarity between human beings working 

together for a common good linked to human reproduction, but that of a bank of biological 

resources made accessible to privileged individuals while denied to many others who might be 

equally in need. Although the source of these biological materials is always allegedly a young, 

healthy, mature, independent and altruist woman, the fact that advertising needs to emphasise 

the ‘human dimension’ of it opens up for the questioning of this idea. 

 

Image 25. The advertisement above is posted on Facebook along with the comment: “They don’t need 
a miracle, they need your solidarity. Donate eggs and help another woman fulfil her dream: becoming a 

mother”. Advertiser: Dexeus 
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Another remarkable feature of the pieces in this section is the presentation of babies as 

objects of desire, in a way that makes a rather universalist assumption of what the interests of 

young women should be, while at the same time educates about the convenience of sharing 

such interests. The assumption that an image of a tender baby will catch the attention of young 

healthy women and generate in them feelings of sorority and solidarity with the infertile women 

is dependent on the preconception that young women have positive feelings towards maternity 

and babies, and that they share the view of themselves as potential mothers. This implies that 

publicity messages underlining the centrality of the reproductive function in a woman and/or 

praising their reproductive potential are to be positively received and celebrated, or to say the 

least, considered to be acceptable communicative practices. 

 

Image 26. The advertisement above is posted on Facebook along with the comment: “I will never meet 
you but I will always be grateful to you: you have helped me fulfil my dream”. Advertiser: Dexeus 
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Image 27. The advertisement above reads: “15 years sharing the happiness of 55000 mothers across the 
world. Your first appointment is free of charge”. Advertiser: IVI 

 

In some of the images in this section we see again the issue of the centrality of the belly 

and other non-identificatory body parts, as well as the relative erasure of the male factor in 

reproduction. Both the close-up of the pregnant bellies and the sonography images share the 

dehumanisation of the mother-to-be by supressing her face and other potentially identificatory 

traits, and instead place the unborn in a position not only of centrality, but of independent 

existence with regards to the uterus and to the mother. This is remarkable insofar as it 

participates in and reinforces a particular view of pregnancy, the female body, and the materno-
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fetal physiology, in connection with what has been discussed in previous sections. Moreover, 

one might argue that, given the erasure of the maternal identity in the pictures and the centrality 

of the foetus’ actual or implicit presence, it is the latter that is positioned as central in the vision 

of reproduction that underlies these images. 

 

Image 28. The advertisement above is posted on Facebook along with the comment: “There are few 
ways of expressing so much happiness… Help other women fulfil the dream of becoming mothers!”. 

Advertiser: Dexeus 

 

The three last pieces in this section link to the aesthetic unity mentioned in the previous 

one. These three ads are distinct because they feature racialised women, most of them 

representing donors and one of them apparently representing a receiver, and they openly 

address the issue of physical diversity in egg donors. In my view, it is representative enough 

of the ideology of this industry that specific pieces of advertisement are dedicated to 

recruitment of non-white individuals, and that a specific explanation is made regarding this 

issue, as if the aim of the advertisement was to convince women of colour that their cells are 

“also” valuable/compensable. Another interesting feature coming from these special – and 

minoritarian – pieces is that, one of them explicitly and the other one more subtly, bring up the 
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figure of economically and/or otherwise privileged women of colour who are to be potential 

customers in the assisted reproduction industry. The argument that donors and receivers should 

be physicially alike is made explicit here, while it is not even present in the advertisements 

where women at both sides of the contract were portrayed as similar insofar they shared the 

characteristics that one would associate rather with a Nordic woman, than with a Spaniard one. 

Interestingly, there is the active effort from the advertiser to reach specifically young racialised 

women while emphasising that women of colour are welcome to take part in the business.  

 

 

Image 29. The advertisement above reads: “Solidarity must be the world’s language”. It is posted on 
Facebook along with the comment: “If you want to help another woman, in Eudona we make it really easy”. 

Advertiser: EuDona Donación de Óvulos 
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Image 30. The advertisement above reads: “YES. I am an egg donor”. It is posted on Instagram along 
with the comment: “Become an egg donor. Call now, free and anonymous. Your gesture will be compensated”. 

Advertiser: Fertilab – Institut Català de Fertilitat 

 

Despite racialisation, bodily diversity remains far from inclusive in a broad sense in 

these pieces; all the women who are represented share an extreme thinness and, apart from 

some particular non-European hints, are portrayed in a Westernalised way when it comes to 

clothing and complements. 

These last three pieces also serve to round off the critique of the homogenisation of the 

very diverse women that inhabit the world and of their experiences of maternity. In one of these 

last advertisements the effort to homogenise women that are physically different and who 
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probably come from different backgrounds as well is so that they all appear dressed in plain 

white T-shirts. This erasure of the intragroup differences between women can be read in 

relation to the effort to promote an idea of universal motherhood in which individual embodied 

experiences of pregnancy become irrelevant in favour of an alleged higher interest in fighting 

infertility and/or in this universal women’s wellbeing. 

 

 

Image 31. The advertisement above reads: “Do you know why very different donors are needed?”. It is 
posted on Facebook along with the comment: “To be able to help women of distinct origins, very different egg 

donors are needed. Do you want to help too?”. Advertiser: EuDona Donación de Óvulos 
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“Help us turn couples into families”: Infertility portrayed as a global health 

problem  

 

Image 32. The advertisement above is posted on Facebook along with the comment: “Months go by so 
fast now that you’ve helped them. Thank you!”. Advertiser: Dexeus 

 

In this section I present the advertisements that have a stronger connection with the 

issue of infertility, and particularly to the ways in which it is currently considered by Western 

medicine as a health problem or even a disease. This obviously connects to the trope of the 

family, and in particular to the traditional, heteropatriarchal gaze on the family. Therefore, 

women or couples affected by the inability to conceive naturally after one year of regular 

attempts are medicalised and, in Spain, offered solutions both within and outside of the public 

health system as their condition is considered to be a health impairment or even a disability – 

therefore considering fertility to be a public health issue and a right for citizens. 
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Image 33. The advertisement above is posted on Facebook along with the comment: “Now they are 
truly happy”. Advertiser: Dexeus 

 

Since these pieces address more directly the problem that drives women and/or couples 

to seek assisted reproduction techniques, it is in this section that one can better examine the 

receiver profile and the model of family that is portrayed. We find again a centrality of the 

feminine figure, while the male counterpart is only subtly present in the portrayed scenarios. 

The women in the images look emotionally touched by pregnancy or lack of it in intense ways, 

therefore emphasising, once more, ideas about the centrality of motherhood to a women’s vital 

experience and of maternity as a fulfilment. 
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Image 34. The advertisement above is posted on Facebook along with the comment: “Help us prove to 
them that the sun always comes up at the end”. Advertiser: Dexeus 

 

In the same way as we talked about a global sense of reproduction in the previous 

sections, in this one we may argue that there is a sense of a global human family, since the 

woman-to-woman experience central in previous sections is now nuanced in order to include 

a male partner and/or a child into the equation. As a result, the potential donor is now exhorted 

to provide her help not only to another woman in need, but to a couple or whole family. 

Moreover, she is presented with images of couples portrayed as lonely and incomplete because 

of their inability to fulfil the wish to naturally conceive, and then exhorted to provide them 

with happiness with a simple gesture that apparently will have no consequences for her. 
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Image 35. The advertisement above is posted on Facebook along with the comment: “Help us turn 
couples into families”. Advertiser: Dexeus 

 

The model of family portrayed is always a normative one including young, white and 

heterosexual parents who seem to enjoy existential stability and whose complete happiness is 

only impaired by the lack of biological children, a lack which is portrayed as tragic and 

traumatic. It is almost inevitable to draw a line here to the overpopulation in certain parts of 

the world, while in others infertility is dramatised and medical treatments for this condition are 

followed despite high economic costs and health risks. The almost sacred value that is given to 

life in these advertisements contrasts with the absolute silence about alternative options such 

as adoption, which is not present in any of the materials, not even to disregard it as an option 

or to emphasise the eventual advantages of natural conception. Certain lives, simply, do not 

matter and are completely left out of the equation. 
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Image 36. The advertisement above is posted on Facebook along with the comment: “Their happiness 
is in your hands. Help us turn COUPLES into FAMILIES”. Advertiser: Dexeus 

 

 The last piece is perhaps particularly demonstrative of the idea of the dissolution of 

bodily barriers between women and the consequent alleged erasure of the existing differences 

between such women, including power differentials. By presenting the receiver as a 

sick/disabled woman insofar her ability to conceive naturally is compromised, the donor is 

placed – despite of her situation of economic disadvantage – as the powerful part in the 

equation, given that the ability and the decision of helping her counterpart allegedly belongs to 

her. In this piece, one can see what in this context I interpret to be the feet of a heterosexual 

couple and their toddler along with a text that reads: “We make a great team”. The ambiguity 

of this sentence, where one does not know for sure whether the donor is included or not in the 

so-called team, dissolves the borders of the portrayed family, of the members of the assisted 

reproduction industry, and of the different populations of women. It is also worth noting that 
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this picture is one of the most ambiguous ones when it comes to the heterosexuality of the 

depicted couple. 

 

Image 37. The advertisement above is posted on Facebook along with the comment: “Thanks for 
helping us fulfil dreams. We make a great team!”. Advertiser: Dexeus 
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“You will feel really important”: Ovum donation portrayed as decision-making  

 

Image 38. The advertisement above reads: “You will feel really important. Proud of yourself for having 
such a great gesture. You never imagined you’d be capable of that and… Yes you are! Give your eggs”. 

Advertiser: IVI 

 

In this section I have gathered the pieces that emphasise ideas of bodily autonomy and 

operate via a common mechanism that one might define as the feminist-ication of the act of 

monetising one’s own body or bodily parts. Thus, despite the fact that it might be partially or 

totally driven by economic need or other situations of disadvantage, the act of ovum donation 

is deemed emancipatory and feminist insofar it is presented as the result of an individual 

decision that feeds an illusion of power. As mentioned already in previous sections, we can 

also see here power changing sites in the depiction of the biological material transfusion, since 

the egg is seen here as the sign of fertility, and what is most often emphasised is the latent 

power that lies within the donor because she has the ability to conceive. The reification of this 
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ability is what makes the transaction of power between the two bodies possible, that is, the 

exchange of a good for another – a monetary one.  In these pieces, young women are portrayed 

in a secure, relaxed and powerful position, therefore emphasising the ideas of self-worth, 

altruism and maturity that are often associated with egg donation in order to rationalise it. 

 

Image 39. The advertisement above reads: “With your smile you make the world more beautiful”, a 
quote by Thich Nhat Hanh. It is posted on Facebook along with the comment: “Today we challenge ourselves to 

get more than one smile. And you?”. Advertiser: EuDona 
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Image 40. The advertisement above reads: “The most beautiful and precious thing that exists is life 
itself, help us get more donors, by being solidary”, a quote by Pablo Ráez. It is posted on Facebook along with 

the comment: “We start the week with this call for solidarity from a great fighter”. Advertiser: EuDona 
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“It does not matter how much you give, but how much love you give with”: The 

issue of love in ovum donation 

 

Image 41. The advertisement above reads: “It does not matter how much you give, but how much love 
you give with”. Advertiser: IVI 

 

The pieces in this section explore the uses of the concepts of love, selflessness, and 

other positively connoted complex emotional states in these practices of advertising. A 

common feature of these ads is the depiction of happy faces and hearts paired to messages of 

exaltation of love for humanity, which link to the idea of one global heart as a metaphor of 

altruism and solidarity. Nevertheless, this one global heart might be read alongside the 

previously mentioned ideas of one global body, along with the dehumanisation of donors and 

the de-subjectification (globalisation, anonymisation) of cells/tissues/organs. 
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Image 42. The advertisement above is posted on Facebook along with the comment: “Today in 
Catalonia streets fill up with roses and books to celebrate Sant Jordi [Saint George’s Day, April 23rd, Lovers 
Day in Catalonia], a great love story like the ones you donors star in”, along with many hashtags. Advertiser: 

EuDona 

 

 

Image 43. The advertisement above reads: “When you are their best Cupido”. It is posted on Facebook 
along with the comment: “We suggest a different Saint Valentine’s day! Being the most special Cupido for a 

couple”. Advertiser: EuDona 
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Some of the pieces were posted on social media sites on public holidays related to 

romantic love, such as Saint Valentine’s day, in line with the capitalisation of such celebrations 

in Western societies nowadays, where lovers are exhorted to celebrate and demonstrate their 

feelings by buying material goods such as chocolate boxes and roses. The meaning of these 

days is extended to a more abstract love encompassing the wish for other women to be happy 

in terms of fulfilling their reproductive desires can be read as another sign of border erasure 

between the bodies implicated in the transaction of egg donation. 

 

 

Image 44. The advertisement above reads: “Happy Giving Tuesday”. It is posted on Facebook along 
with the comment: “Join Giving Tuesday, happy day to give!”. Advertiser: EuDona 

 

	



Elisabet Tasa-Vinyals, MD 
 Master Thesis 

	

Page 84 of 97 
	

 

Image 45. The advertisement above reads: “Special. Love. Happy. Excited. Thankful”. It is posted on 
Facebook along with the comment: “Can you imagine the emotions that can feel a woman when she achieves 

pregnancy thanks to an egg donation?”. Advertiser: EuDona 
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CHAPTER FIVE. Conclusions       

The thesis aim was to explore the ideas and representations of women that underlie the 

advertising practices of ovum donation clinics in Barcelona (Catalonia, Spain), and to identify 

how these ideas and representations might impact and resound on the women they are aimed 

at. The analysis in the previous chapter has allowed for the identification of some of the most 

relevant topics implicitly or explicitly present in the examined materials, of which I shall now 

underline the most relevant, both in terms of summing up of the present project and of 

connection with eventual points of interest that might stimulate or articulate future research. 

First off, there seem to exist conceptual and affective tensions between antagonistic 

ways of characterising women’s bodies, reproductive function and sexuality, in terms that are 

ideologically charged and that vary from sacralisation to reification. In this way, ideas of 

extraordinariness, mysticism, superpower, the creator goddess, and the female body as a sacred 

temple for reproduction cohabitate with ideas of banalisation of cells/organs/tissues, emphasis 

on their dispensability and materiality, and eventually equiparation of their value to that of any 

commodity that can be monetarised in a capitalist system. 

Secondly, I have underlined the recurrence of the notions of valuableness, altruism, sorority, 

selflessness and self-fulfilment as attributes portrayed as specifically feminine and/or evocated 

in ways that seek resonance in young women. I have connected this with the idea of 

organs/tissues/cells involved in (apparently) non-monetary transactions, in ways that dissociate 

them from a particular (female) subject in a process of its fragmentation and detachment from 

one’s bodily reality. Thus, I have pointed out the existence of a paradoxical discourse which 

draws on the value of organs/tissues/cells in terms of a great potential to create/restore life and 

health in the potential receivers’ bodies, while at the same time picturing them as something to 

give away without much concern given their excessiveness and redundancy in the bodies of 

the women that are read as potential donors. 

There is an emphasis put on the pretended universality and homogeneity of the 

reproductive desires and experiences of different women, in a way that erases intragroup 

differences that might be relevant, such as power differentials; and a perverse reversion of the 
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operating power systems by portraying the fertility of the donor as an inherent power, which is 

valuable in a capitalist sense and transferable to another body and/or exchangeable for other 

sorts of power (e.g. economic). 

The analysis has identified a more or less persuasive promotion of a certain family 

model (young, able, white, heterosexual, educated, of middle or high class) as normative, along 

with its portrait in ways that nonetheless have the potential to erase the boundaries between the 

elements involved in the artificial reproduction process (donors, couples, physicians) in terms 

that serve a particular image of the industry. The use of imagery that deeply connects with 

practices well rooted in Western biomedical traditions when it comes to female bodies, 

physiology and reproductive function is remarkable, e.g. by portraying the embryo/foetus as a 

central subject independent from the uterus and the persona of the mother, while 

simultaneously minimising or erasing the presence and subjectivity of the mother. Nonetheless, 

this needs to be considered in a context characterised by the use of a language and an imagery 

that emphasises the female role in reproductive practices on a societal level, and minimises or 

relegates the male role to a second level, sometimes in ways that connect to neoliberal 

feminism; though, at the same time, options of family other than the heterosexual couple and 

single motherhood are completely ignored in the discourse. 

I have noted the use of a language of love, empathy, selflessness and mystical 

connection in order to encourage potential donors to think of the process as an embodied 

experience involving an allegedly altruist woman-to-woman bodily transaction, but also as an 

act that can be read in a more transcendental way in terms of a common good, a global sense 

of duty, health and happiness promotion. 

The analysis supports the idea that the publicity discourse of the assisted reproduction 

industry in Spain actively engages in the legitimation of the conceptualisation of infertility as 

a disease/disability, and therefore of fertility as the natural and normative status of people and 

in particular of women. Along with that, there is arguably a legitimation of the desire of 

biological parenthood as a right, in ways that value lives conceived in different circumstances 
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and geopolitical contexts in radically different ways, and that can be interpreted as paving the 

way to prosurrogacy and/or eugenic positions. 

Therefore, this thesis provides an overview of the main themes that arise from the 

analysis of mostly visual materials used to promote ovum donation in public spaces in 

Barcelona, and critically links them to current debates in intersectional feminist cultural studies 

of technoscience, bodily theory and visual studies. 

Future research might draw from the results of this thesis by trying to broaden their 

scope and overcome some of the design limitations, which have been pointed out in previous 

sections. A particularly interesting point might be to stress out the viewer’s agency by 

analysing the thoughts and feelings of communities of women who are targeted by these 

advertisements, particularly vulnerable groups such as migrant, poor, uneducated or racialised 

women. Nonetheless, it would also be interesting to explore the effects of these materials with 

a focus on women who are implicitly excluded or ignored by them, e.g. disabled women, trans 

women, children, elderly. Further research is needed in order to throw light on the effects that 

these advertising practices have on women in concrete timely and geopolitical circumstances, 

and contribute to building the foundations for a feminist ethical reflection on reproductive 

technologies and particularly of oocyte donation. 
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APPENDIX: THEMATIC ANALYSIS GUIDANCE QUESTIONS 

 

What are the thoughts/feelings/views on egg donation emphasised by the text?  

How does one feel when faced to the advertisement? Does one think it is aimed at women 

like oneself? In what sense? 

What are the ideas behind these advertisements? 

How does one (not) identify with these advertisements? 

What are the depicted or insinuated motivations to donate eggs, or contemplate doing so? 

What does it say about the risks of egg donation?  

Which ones does it claim to be the benefits of egg donation? In general and more specifically, 

how does it try to convince the reader that she will be benefited or doing something that 

could benefit others when donating/contemplating to donate? 

Are there any changes in the way one views and thinks of her body after looking at the 

advertisement? 

How does it make one feel about the women who will carry her eggs? 

How does it make one feel about the clinic she’s donated/considered donating her eggs to? 

What difference(s) can one see between the sperm donation industry and the egg donation 

industry, on the basis of this advertisement? 

Are there some claims that the egg donation industry (HAR clinics, IVF...) usually uses when 

targeting eventual donors? What does one think/How does one feel about them? 

Is egg donation portrayed as an act of generosity?  

Is solidarity between women (sorority) portrayed as a feminist act?  

Is creating life portrayed as an empowering, feminist act? 
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Is egg donation portrayed as an act between women (an act of empowerment, women who 

help each other in order to benefit the community)? 

Does it state or suggest that egg donation does not affect future ovarian reserve? 

Does it state or suggest that egg donation is easy and totally compatible with everyday life? 

Does it state or suggest that egg donation is an intrinsically good act? That you will never 

regret egg donation? 

Does it speak about the hormones used during ovulation stimulation, and state or suggest that 

they are safe and harmless? 

Does it state or suggest that egg donation is an ethical obligation one has as a young healthy 

woman? 

Does it implicitly or explicitly address the issue of whether donors and egg receivers are 

different kinds of women? Does it state or suggest that they will (almost) never be the same 

person? 

Does it state or suggest that your ovarian reserve / reproductive capacity is important in 

defining your identity and value as a woman (femaleness/femininity)? 

Does it state or suggest that womanhood is linked to solidarity, to helping others, especially 

other women and especially in issues that touch women in a special way, such as family and 

maternity? 

Does it state or suggest that having a baby is really important for most of the women; 

therefore, not being able to have one is a serious and legitimate preoccupation? 

Does it state or suggest that a woman is not complete until she completes her family project 

(maternity)? 

Does it say or suggest that the experience of biological maternity is an amazing and unique 

one? 
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Does it portray infertility/sterility as a serious issue/disease and state or suggest that one 

should feel bad about it as a person/citizen (e.g. in comparison with other health problems 

like cancer, cardiovascular health issues, etc.)? 
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