
A CATHOLIC PERSPECTIVE ON MORAL ISSUES IN THE HEALTH AND LIFE SCIENCES 

The Latent Evils in a Wished-For Good 

Two years ago, 17 year-old Anissa Ayala was diag­
nosed with a disease known as chronic myelogenous 
leukemia (a cancer of white blood cells) . Normally the 
disease is fatal, but with a bone marrow transplant 
from a compatible donor Anissa and the 9,000 other 
Americans who suffer from this condition have a 70-
80% chance of survival. 

The Ayalas were frustrated by two years of futile 
searching for a proper donor for their daughter: 
Anissa's parents and her 19 year-old brother proved 
to be incompatible donors , and a search by the 
National Donor Program, with its 1 in 20.000 chance 
of locating a match from unrelated donors, was 
unsuccessful. Finally, after every attempt at finding a 
donor failed, Anissa's father decided to have his 
vasectomy surgically reversed in order that he and his 
wife could attempt to conceive a child whose bone 
marrow would have a one-in-four chance of matching 
that of Anissa. 

Not only did Anissa's mother become pregnant, but 
amniocentesis revealed that the baby girl (born in 
April, 1990) has compatible bone marrow. The trans­
plant procedure will take place either when the infant 
reaches six months of age or the need for it will be 
obviated if, at the time of the child's birth, the doctors 
were able to obtain stem cells (bone marrow cells that 
help produce various blood cells) from the umbilical 
cord. 

Although the Ayalas insist that they will love their 
baby for its own sake, they also candidly admit that 
they would never have attempted the conception of 
another child if it were not for the hope that the baby 
would be a compatible donor for Anissa. 

The purpose of this article is not to pass judgment 
on the subjective morality of the Ayala's decision but 
to consider the objective morality of the kind of action 
which they felt compelled to make by force of circum­
stances: conceiving a child primarily for the purpose 
of saving another sibling's life. Part one of this brief 
evaluation limns the ethical concerns surrounding 
such an action; part two more fully explores the gravi­
ty of one of the concerns, namely, the resultant objec­
tivization of the human person, i.e., considering the 
person as an object to be used, as a means for anoth­
er person's good . 
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Part One: Raising Ethical Concerns 

Some of the morally troublesome aspects of an act 
by which a human person is conceived primarily in 
the hope that i.t will be a compatible bone marrow 
donor for an ailing sibling are the following: 

l. The principle of patient autonomy is seri­
ously compromised. Because the newborn can­
not consent to the transplant procedure, the 
decision falls to the parents. The parents, how­
ever, are faced with an obvious conflict of inter­
est: With whose best interests are they primarily 
concerned? Their love for their already existing 
sibling and their desperation to find a "cure" for 
her tempts them to do almost anything rather 
than allow her to die . How the decision to con­
ceive and use the baby primarily as a donor 
affects the well-being of the baby appears to 
take second place. In the midst of this emotion­
ally-charged situation, the question which 
should be of primary concern for any proxy deci­
sion-maker, namely, what decision regarding 
bone marrow transplant is in the best interests 
of the baby, is obfuscated. 

2. Extrapolating from the moral response to 
the action undertaken in the Ayala case, one 
could reasonably predict future societal opin­
ions about similar scenarios. If no serious moral 
challenges are raised against the type of action 
involved in the Ayala case, is it totally unreason­
able to wonder what will arouse public disap-
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proval of either conceiving infants solely for their 
organs or for subsequent abortion so that their 
tissues may be used for the treatment of debili­
tating diseases like Parkinson's? 

3 . Several contingent features of the case-the 
75% chance that the newborn will not be a com­
patible donor, the 20-30% chance that the 
transplant itself will not cure the leukemia, the 
possibility that the sibling with leukemia may 
need an emergency bone marrow transplant 
before the newborn reaches the required age for 
such a procedure-lead one to doubt the moral 
justifiability of the act even when judged from a 
utilitarian or consequentialist perspective . 

4. Another eventuality should be noted : What 
if the baby who h a s been conceived to save her 
ailing sibling fails to fulfill that purpose, for rea­
sons outside of the infant's control? An ade­
quate ethical analysis of the action under 
scrutiny should weigh how knowledge of that 
fact might affect the attitude of the parents 
toward the child who had "failed" to save her 
older sister. 

5. When an individual is treated (in this case, 
conceived) not primarily as an end in itself but 
as a means or an object to be used as a tool for 
someone else's end, the very dignity of the 
human person-the essential nature of person­
hood-is thereby violated . . 

The Nature of the Human Person 

nature of the human person. 
Kant's practical imperative-"Act so as to treat man, 

in your own person as well as in that of anyone else, 
always as an end, never merely as a means"-is 
approvingly cited by many for good reasons. One 
instinctively recognizes that a fundamental presuppo­
sition of this maxim is respect for the dignity of man, 
for the spiritual, transcendent character of human 
personhood that demands that each person is to be 
loved for himself. But why? 

The non-material activities of the human person, 
namely, thinking and willing, account for a person's 
inner life where he sets his own goals and aims and is 
his own self-maker, particularly in a moral sense. As 
Gaudium et Spes points out, it is man's gift of self­
determining free choice which is "an exceptional sign 
of the image of God within man" (#17). 

In short, then, it is by virtue of our God-intended 
intelligent and free nature that the truth of Kant's 
impera tive-the human person is an end, not a 
means-comes to light. The nature of the gift of intel­
lect and free self-determining choice by which each 
person is moved and drawn from within prohibits one 
person from using another as a means to someone 
else's end. 

Conclusion 

Since the last-mentioned concern-the objectiviza­
tion of the human person-represents, by far, the 
most serious moral objection to the action under 
analysis, it deserves further investigation. The ques­
tion we must ask is: Why does treating one human 
being primarily as the means to another person's end 
(even though the end is a morally good one) violate 
the essential nature of human personhood? A com­
pelling response emerges after one reflects on the 

Even though the act under consideration-conceiv­
ing a baby in hopes that it would be a compatible 
bone marrow donor for an ailing sibling-has a good 
end, the intelligent and free inner nature of the 
human person, made in the image of God, requires 
that each person respects the other as someone who 
must be allowed to exercise this right of self-determi­
nation. No one else has the right to objectivize anoth­
er, to use another as a blind tool for one's ends. 

Sister Renee Mirkes, O.S.F., M.A. 
Pope John Center Research Fellow 

THE FAMILY TODAY AND TOMORROW: The Church Addresses Her Future (Proceedings of 
the 1985 Bishops' Workshop) Edited by Donald G. McCarthy, Ph.D., 1985, 291 pp., $17.95 

One of the family's fundamental tasks is: "to build-up the kingdom of God in history by participating in the 
life and mission of the Church" (Familiaris Consortia, 49). With reflections from the Church's teachings and 
possible future directions, the challenges and obstacles that inhibit the family in this role today are exam­
ined. Fifteen experts in sociology, psychology, medicine , and theology have contributed to this volume. 

To order send check for $17.95 plus $2.00 for handling and shipping to the Pope John Center, 186 Forbes 
Rd., Braintree, MA 02184 Tel. (617) 848-6965. 

'-------·----··-·-------------------------------·~-------------· 

2 

Ethics and Medics is a publica! ion of the Pope John Center and is se nt to its Subscribing Members, a t the annu al subscription rate of $ 15. (12 issues). For 
subscript ion info rm ation, please write: The Pope John Center, 186 Forbes Road, Braintree. Mass. 02184; Telephone (617) 848-6965/Editor: the Rev. 
AlbertS. Moraczewsk i, O.P., Ph .D., Publi sher: the Rev. Msg r. Roy M. Klister,/Contents copyright© 1990 by the Pope John XXIII Medical/Moral 
Research and Education Center. All right s reserved. 


