
The Linacre Quarterly The Linacre Quarterly 

Volume 22 Number 4 Article 5 

11-1-1955 

Doctors Ask These Questions Doctors Ask These Questions 

Gerald Kelly 

Follow this and additional works at: https://epublications.marquette.edu/lnq 

 Part of the Ethics and Political Philosophy Commons, and the Medicine and Health Sciences 

Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Kelly, Gerald (1955) "Doctors Ask These Questions," The Linacre Quarterly: Vol. 22: No. 4, Article 5. 
Available at: https://epublications.marquette.edu/lnq/vol22/iss4/5 

https://epublications.marquette.edu/lnq
https://epublications.marquette.edu/lnq/vol22
https://epublications.marquette.edu/lnq/vol22/iss4
https://epublications.marquette.edu/lnq/vol22/iss4/5
https://epublications.marquette.edu/lnq?utm_source=epublications.marquette.edu%2Flnq%2Fvol22%2Fiss4%2F5&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/529?utm_source=epublications.marquette.edu%2Flnq%2Fvol22%2Fiss4%2F5&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/648?utm_source=epublications.marquette.edu%2Flnq%2Fvol22%2Fiss4%2F5&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/648?utm_source=epublications.marquette.edu%2Flnq%2Fvol22%2Fiss4%2F5&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://epublications.marquette.edu/lnq/vol22/iss4/5?utm_source=epublications.marquette.edu%2Flnq%2Fvol22%2Fiss4%2F5&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages


GERALD KELLY, S.J. 

In the August number of THE 
LINACRE QUARTERLY we began the 
publication of answers to questions 
that are frequently asked at infor
mal discussions with doctors and 
medical students. The answers to 
several more such questions are 
given here. Some of the answers 
might be more complete; but it 
seemed to me that whenever a 
question is discussed in one of the 
booklets entitled MEmco-MoRAL 

PROBLEMS it would be sufficient to 
give a brief answer, with the per
tinent reference to the more com
plete treatment of the problem. 

5. Many of our state institutions
sterilize inmates because of congeni
tal mental diseases. What is the 
moral refutation of this? 

This is what is called eugenic 
sterilization; that is, sterilization 
for the good of the race. The gen-' 
eral objectives of those who advo
cate such sterilization are to have 
a more healthy citizenry and to 
reduce tax burdens. We have no 
moral objection to these purposes; 
rather, we praise them. The moral 
refutation, therefore, is directed 
rather against the means chosen to 
attain the objectives and against 
the philosophical notions of those 
who recommend these means. 

The actual refutation may fol
low one or both of two lines. It 
might be practical, showing that 
sterilization, even if it were not 
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immoral. is ineffective for attaining 
the objectives. Or it might be phil
osophical, showing that, even if the 
means were effective, it is immoral 
and therefore may not be used. 

It would obviously be impossible 
for me to give a complete practical 
refutation here. For this kind of 
refutation, I would strongly recom
mend that doctors interested in this 
problem read the splendid treat
ment of eugenic ster i l izat ion by 
Father C harles  J. McF adden,  
O.S.A., in the third edition of his 
Medical Ethics (Philadelphia: F. 
A. Davis Co., 1953). pp. 302-324.
With scholarly objectivity, Father
McFadden gives the supposed case
for, as well as the case against,
eugenic sterilization. One very im
pressive practical point. too often
overlooked, is that a policy of
sterilizing all mental defectives
with a h eredi  t a  ry defect would
make but little impression on future
generat ions  because by far the
larger percentage of possibly here
ditary cases would trace from "car
rier" parents who are themselves
normal and thus would not be
sterilized.

These practical arguments must, 
no doubt, be discussed. Neverthe
less, it is imperative for us to note 
that, even if it could be proved 
with certainty that a policy of eu
genic sterilization would eliminate 
all future hereditary defectives, the 
procedure would still be wrong on 
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principle. It is a direct steriliza
tion, a contraceptive procedure; 
consequently all that has been said 
in the article, "Catholic Teaching 
on Contraception and Ster i l iza
tion, "Medico-Moral Problems, V, 
22-36, would apply here. Eugenic
sterilization has been frequent 1 y
condemned by the Holy See. The
most impor tant  and forceful of
these condemnations is in the en
cyclical on Christian Marriage. I
shall cite these paragraphs of Pope
Pius XI presently, but before I do
so I should like to call attention to
certain points, certain "background
material." that even Catholic doc
tors are apt to overlook.

The program for eugenic sterili
zation was conceived in a material
istic atmosphere. The proponents 
show no realization of the fact that 
children are born not only for earth 
but for heaven. Nor do they show 
any realization of the benefit that 
accrues to human nature from car
ing for and protecting the weak. 
Many of them do not care about 
sin--e.g., fornication; all they wish 
to do is prevent the social conse
quences. One exponent of compul
sory eugenic sterilization who is 
frequently cited with awe, as if 
this were indeed the last word to 
be said on the subject, is Justice 
Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. It is 
not added that for Holmes, who is 
unfortunately the god of lawyers 
and legislators in the United States, 
the essence of law is physical force. 
He had no belief in natural law, no 
use for the principle that human 
life is sacred and inviolable. 

The foregoing points are, as I 
said, merely background material 
for understanding the philosophy 
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behind the program for eugenic 
sterilization. In this program they 
include both involuntary steriliza
tion, that is, sterilization without 
the consent of the subject, and vol
untary sterilization, which supposes 
the subject's consent. In the en
cylical on Christ ian  Marriage, 
Pope Pius XI gives the essential 
a rg umen ts aga ins t  both these 
points. First he states very clearly 
that the state has no right to muti
late an innocent man; then he adds 
that the individual himself has no 
right to give such a consent. The 
pertinent paragraphs read as fol
lows: 

"Public magistrates have no di
rect power over the bodies of their 
subjects; therefore, when no crime 
has taken place and there is no 
cause present for grave punish
ment, they can never directly harm 
or tamper with the integrity of the 
body, either for reasons of eugenics 
or for any other reason. St. Thom
as teaches this when, inquiring 
whether human judges for the ake 
of preventing future evils can in
flict punishment, he admits that the 
power indeed exists as regards cer
tain other forms of evil. but justly 
and properly denies it as regards 
the maiming of the body. 'No one 
who is guiltless may be punished 
by a human tribunal either by 
flogging to death, or mutilation, or 
by beating.' 

"Furthermore, Christian doctrine 
establishes, and the light of human 
reason makes it most clear, that 
private individuals have no other 
power over the members of their 
bodies than that which pertains to 
their natural ends; and they are 
not free to destroy or mutilate their 
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members, or in any other way ren
der themselves unfit for their natu
ral functions, except when no other 
provision can be made for the good 
of the whole body." 

6. Is contraception wrong only for
Catholics? 

A fair answer to this question 
requires a distinction between what 
is r ight  or w rong; and what 
people think is  right or wrong. 
Since contraception is intrinsically 
evil, it is always wrong for every
one, Catholic or non-C a thol ic .  
There seems to  be no doubt, how
ever. that many non-C a thol ics  
think that it is  not wrong in cer
tain circumstances. These points 
are more fully explained in Medi
co-Moral Problems, I ("Non
Catholics and Our Code"), and V 
( "Catholic Teaching on Contra
ception and Sterilization"). 

7. Is there a minimum number of
children that a healthy married 
couple are obliged to try to haYe? 

The answer to this question als·o 
calls for a distinction: this time 
between the official teaching of the 
Church and the opinions of some 
theologians. Pope Pius XII stated 
officially that married people who 
choose to exercise the marital act 
have a duty to make some contri
bution to the conservation of the 
race. He did not try to state in 
precise terms the size of the fam
ily a couple should try to have, 
though he did clearly outline vari
ous reasons  that would excuse 
from the duty in whole or in part, 
and thus allow for the legitimate 
practice of rhythm. 

Father E. C. Messenger once 
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voiced the opm1on that a fertile 
couple should have at least four 
children. This statement was made 
even before the address of Pope 
Pius XII on the moral problems of 
married life. After the papal ad
dress, the present writer suggested 
that a good practical estimate of 
the duty to procreate might be four 
or five children. At a meeting of 
the Catholic Theological Society 
of America, the majority of theolo
gians who discussed this problem 
thought that the estimate of four 
or five children might be taken as 
a safe working norm for the obli
gation. 

To put it briefly: no one can 
say with certainty just what the 
minimum obligation is. But, unless 
the Holy See would make some 
further pronouncement on  the 
question, the opinion that a family 
of four or five children wouk 
normally satisfy the duty of pro
creating may be safely followed 
It should be noted however, that 
generally speaking these discus
sions about "numbers" are rathe� 
theoretical because in actual case" 
many factors have to be consi 

. ered in judging the licitness, and 
especially the advisability, of 
practicing the rhythm. I say that 
the discussions are "generally 
speaking" rather theoretical. be
cause in some individual cases the 
estimate of numbers may be very 
helpful to a couple who wish to 
have some norm for the reason
able spacing of children. 

For more complete details on 
this topic, see "Official Statement 
on Rhythm," Medico-Moral Prob
lems, IV, 29-34, and "The Doctor 
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and Rhyth m," Medico-Moral 
Problems, V, 37-39. 

8. Who is to decide when a pa
tient is to receiYe extreme unction, 
the doctor or th.e chaplain? 

The chaplain is to make the de
cision - or the pastor of the par
ish in case he is to confer the sac
rament. Obviously. however. it 
is the function of the doctor to de
cide whether the patient is suf
ficiently ill to be in the probable 
danger of death. The proper way 
of handling this matter, therefore, 
is for the doctor to talk over the 
case with the chaplain, or pastor. 
The doctor gives the medical in
formation, and the priest makes 
the decision about the best time 
for the anointing. This conference 
between the doctor and priest may 
also bring to light any psychologi
cal problems, such as unfounded 
fears of the patient or relatives, 
and will help towards adopting a 
method of acting that will elim
inate these problems. 

In the previous paragraph I have 
taken for granted that there is time 
for a conference between the priest 
and the doctor, because the ques
tioner seemed to have in mind such 
a case. In cases in which a patient 
becomes suddenly critical. a priest 
could easily make the decision
and sometimes might have to do so 
- even before the arrival of the
doctor.

9. I haYe heard that the Holy Se.e
raised a moral objection to the mak
ing of corneal transplants. Is that 
true? 

It is not true. The foundation 
for this rumor was a confusing 
newspaper report concerning a 
statement made by an unnamed 
theologian in an unofficial news
paper that happens, I believe, to 
be printed in Vatican City. 

Moreover, even the answer given 
by the unnamed theologian did not 
concern corneal t ransplants  as 
these are ordinarily made. Corneal 
transplants are ordi nari ly made 
either from the eyes of a deceased 
person or from an eye which had 
to be removed because of a dis
eased condition that did not affect 
the cornea. No theologian would 
object to either of these metho?s· 

The problem discussed by the 
theologian in the little newspaper 
entitled L'Osservatore della Do
menica had to do with the trans
planting of a cornea from a person 
with two sound eyes to a person 
who is blind. The Holy See has 
never made any statement about 
this case, though some theologians 
think that the direct sacrifice of a 
sound eye for the sake of another 
person is contrary to the papal 
teaching on mutilation. That was 
the opinion expressed by the theol
ogian in L'Osservatore della Do
menica. Many prominent theol
ogians would not agree with this 
solution. There is an account of 
this controversy over organic trans
plantation in Medico-Moral Prob
lems, III, 22-25, and a more up-to
date discussion in Theological 
Studies, Sept . .  1955, pp. 391-96. 

WE REGRET TO REPORT THAT FATHER KELLY IS AGAIN CONFINED TO THE HOS
PITAL BECAUSE OF A RECURRENCE OF HIS HEART CONDITION. WE KNOW HIS 
MANY FRIENDS WILL WANT TO JOIN THEIR PRAYERS WITH OURS FOR HIS WELFARE 
AND EARLY RECOVERY. 

NOVEMBER, 1955 139 


	Doctors Ask These Questions
	Recommended Citation

	tmp.1522252292.pdf.SHMHa

