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Abstract: This paper reports the results of a linguistic analysis of 
interviews with persons who were asked to contribute DNA samples 
to a genetic biobank; some did contribute while others declined.  We 
compare this folk discourse of genetic research to the expert 
discourse reflected in an extensive biomedical literature.  Our most 
significant finding concerns the social nature of giving informed 
consent:  whereas medical research practice treats it as a discrete 
event, our subjects talk about it as an open-ended, ongoing, and 
unstable discursive process.   Our subjects also expound folk theories 
of genetics and discuss their views of the act of contributing a 
sample, revealing some remarkable folk-legal theories of that 
transaction.  In the course of doing so, they circulate stories about 
DNA from a variety of sources: their own lives (for example, stories 
about relatives with heritable diseases); discussions with family and 
friends; the news media: and popular culture (with CSI and Law and 
Order figuring prominently).  Their tellings are rich with performance, 
metaphor, and metacommentary.  The subjects adapt and combine 
these circulating stories into new narratives that vividly express their 
own hopes and fears about genetic research. 
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