
      In October 1971 Georgetown University President Robert J. Henle, S.J. announced a $1.35 
million grant from The Joseph P. Kennedy, Jr. Foundation to establish the Joseph and Rose 
Kennedy Institute for the Study of Human Reproduction and Bioethics at Georgetown 
University.i  The press release for the event details ambitious plans for ACatholic, Protestant and 
Jewish religious thinkers [from the United States and abroad to] join social and physical 
scientists and physicians in the world=s first institute organized to conduct coordinated research 
into the ethical and scientific aspects of human reproduction and development.@ (Press release 1) 
Dr. Andre E. Hellegers, a Dutch obstetrician, gynecologist, and physiologist was appointed the 
first Director of the Institute.  Guided by his vision, the Institute was organized into three 
centers: the Center for Bioethics, the Center for Population Research, and the Laboratories for 
Reproductive Biology.  Dr. Hellegers= reason to include demographers in an Institute with a 
primary focus in ethics was that A[e]thical problems concern people, one should know who they 
are, what age they are, and what changes might occur in their lives.  The trick  is to ask 
demographers the right questions.@  (Dr. Paul Bruns and Dr. Conrad Taeuber, KI Quarterly 
Report Summer 1979)   But to mention these details is to leap ahead in the history of the 
Kennedy Institute. 
 

A brief summary of the plans contained in the Georgetown University press release 
captures some small measure of the broad and prophetic vision for the institute and the nascent 
field of bioethics furnished by the persons involved in funding, establishing, and guiding the 
institute from its earliest inception.  From the first, research, and teaching based on that 
research, were identified as primary goals of the new institute.  Research and teaching programs 
at the Institute were to include: Agenetics, developmental biology, fetal physiology, 
developmental psychology, community high-risk obstetrics, fetal medicine, pregnancy failure 
investigation, sociology and demography, interdisciplinary seminars, and bioethics.@  In October 
1971, Dr. Hellegers said that the bioethics program at the institute Awill bring expertise to the 
new and growing ethical problems in medicine today@ and cited Aproblems dealing with genetics 
[sic] engineering, transplantation, and the use of extraordinary means to prolong life,@ as well as 
Aperinatal medicine.@ (Press Release 4-5)   In addition to its research and teaching programs, the 
Kennedy Institute was to establish the Afirst comprehensive Information Center for Bioethics.@ 
This effort would include establishing and maintaining a library whose collection would be fed 
by a Acontinuous survey of world literature in science and theology@ and whose information 
would be made available to professionals, researchers, students, and the public by an expert 
reference staff.  Finally, the Institute was to provide Aoptimum clinical care for mother and 
child@ in the Afirst comprehensive perinatal center in the United States dealing with all aspects of 
human procreation from before conception to care of the newborn.@  These services were to be 
provided especially to Athe poor and to others bereft of health, education or personal 
competence.@  Looking back at the history of the Kennedy Institute across almost three decades 
of time, one can see that all of the goals outlined came to pass in some form and for some period 
of time, but not entirely as they were foreseen in 1971.   
 

Originally, the Kennedy Foundation grant was directed largely ($1 million) toward 
construction costs.  The Institute was to be located in a new three-floor addition to be built on 
the  Children and Youth Center housed in the Marcus J. Bles Building at Georgetown 
University Hospital.  Established with grant support from the Department of Health, Education 
and Welfare, Athe Children and Youth Center [was] one of nineteen University Affiliated Centers 



where particular emphasis [was] placed on handicapped children and the problems of mental 
retardation, epilepsy and  cerebral palsy.@ (GU Medical Bulletin May 1971; 24(4): 24)  This 
setting for the Kennedy Institute seemed a natural one.  Discovering the causes, treatment, and 
cure of mental retardation, as well as the providing for the care of persons with mental 
retardation, were of tremendous personal interest to the Kennedy family.  In addition, building 
on the hospital campus permitted the introduction and integration of Aethicists into laboratories, 
clinical areas, operating and delivery rooms where life and death decisions involving both 
science and ethics are daily being made@ (press release 2) and augmented any new resources with 
existing hospital resources, laboratories and equipment .  The Institute was to be  Ain 
contiguous location to the hospital maternity wing, labor and delivery suites, neonatal nursery, 
and intensive care nurseries and related facilities.@ (Press release 2)   A sub-speciality in 
bioethics and perinatal medicine was to bring the most sophisticated tools and brilliant minds to 
the task of understanding the causes of mental retardation.  When the Kennedy Institute became 
a reality, its three centers together carried out research and teaching to advance the state of 
knowledge and to  bring attention to bioethical problems, with primary focus being those of life 
and death, genetics, and human development and mental retardation.    
 

Construction of the Kennedy Institute on the medical campus did not occur.  The early 
1970s was a time of fiscal contraint on many college campuses in the United States and the 
overall financial situation at Georgetown may have prevented any new construction.  In addition 
such efforts would have left little money to fulfill the other aspects of the vision outlined for the 
institute.   In his column in an early Kennedy Institute Quarterly Report (Summer 1978), Dr. 
Andre Hellegers recorded what happened.   
  

It was agreed between Georgetown and the Kennedy Foundation, in late 1973 or early 
1974, that bioethics needed brains more than bricks.  The one million dollar building 
fund was translated into two endowed chairs....  It was, in my opinion, one of the 
smartest philanthropic decisions that could have been made.  It was also quite in keeping 
with the personal philosophy of the late Ambassador Joseph Kennedy who believed more 
in people that in buildings.  One floor of building was, so to speak, turned into two 
brains. (Hellegers, last page Quarterly Report Summer 1978 ) (see also letter from Eunice 
Kennedy Shriver to Fr. Henle dated October 9, 1973) (conversation with Dr. Robert M. 
Veatch March 2000).   

 
     The endowed chairs created were The Rose Kennedy Professorship in Christian Ethics, first 
occupied by Fr. Richard A. McCormick, S. J. (1974-1986) and The Joseph P. Kennedy Sr. 
Professorship in Christian Ethics, first occupied by James F. Childress, Ph.D. (1975-1979).ii   In 
1976 a decision was made to stop funding visiting scholars in order to invest in other permanent 
appointments to the faculty at the Institute.  Again, this decision marked a modification of the 
original hope that the Institute would have a permanent scientific staff and visiting theologians 
and ethicists from the United States and abroad who would do research and teach for periods 
ranging from one to several years.  H. Tristram Engelhardt, Jr., M.D., Ph.D. was appointed to 
The Rosemary Kennedy Endowed Chair in the Philosophy of Medicine in 1977.  When the first 
Kennedy Institute Quarterly Report was issued in Autumn 1975, the three centers (Center for 
BioethicsBLeRoy Walters, Director;  Center for Population ResearchBConrad Taeuber, Director; 
and the Laboratories for Reproductive BiologyBPaul Bruns, Director) were in place and 35 



scholars were listed as AKennedy Institute Scholars.@  While the Centers for Bioethics and 
Population Research were fully operational, the Laboratories for Reproductive Biology were 
staffed but not yet operating fully.  
 
     Institute faculty and visiting scholars have always taken their role as educators seriously.  
To the present time, lectures on a wide variety of topics for diverse audiences in vastly different 
settings have formed a part of the Institute=s education program.  The Institute=s charge to teach 
became formalized in 1975 when the Center for Bioethics joined with the Department of 
Philosophy of Georgetown University to establish a graduate program in philosophy with special 
concentration in bioethics.  The curriculum led to the granting of M.A. and Ph.D. degrees in 
bioethics.  The first doctorate was awarded in 1976 and a  total of 53 doctoral degrees have 
been granted.  
 
     In addition to degree programs, since 1974 The Kennedy Institute has offered an annual 
Intensive Bioethics Course (IBC) for health care professionals, researchers, and administrators, 
graduate students in ethics and the humanities.  Taught by the Institute scholars and fellows, the 
course provides a week-long opportunity for participants to engage in rigorous study and 
reflection on ethical theories and their application to issues in medicine and health care.  
Discussion and teaching occurs in small groups and larger plenary sessions.  Over time, this 
course has educated persons who have established local core groups at several universities and 
medical centers and serve as persons trained in ethics at hospitals, universities, medical centers, 
nursing facilities, public policy.  The Isaac Franck Lecture, in honor of one of the Institute=s 
Jewish scholars, is delivered at the IBC.         
 

In 1973, the second goal outlined for the Kennedy Institute was realized when the 
Kennedy Institute library was established as an information center for bioethics.  The second 
part of the article will deal with the history and current work of Kennedy Institute Library and 
Information Services in greater detail. 
 
     The history of the Kennedy Institute was changed in a profound way when Dr. Andre 
Hellegers, the first Director of the Institute and a man of great vision and cross-disciplinary 
leadership, died unexpectedly at age 53 in May 1979.iii  Dr. Hellegers=s death marked an 
end-point to the early excitement and bold adventure that marked the years consumed by 
creating, defining, and building the Kennedy Institute of Ethics during the 1970s.  These efforts 
at the Kennedy Institute paralleled the development and designation of bioethics as a field in 
itself; the scholarship, research, and teaching of members of the Institute faculty both reflected 
and were integral to the emergence of bioethics as a discipline 
 

For the Kennedy Institute, the 1980s represented a period of change and reorganization.  
After Dr. Hellegers death, Fr. Richard A. McCormick. S.J. served as interim Director from 
1979-1981.  Thomas J. King, Ph.D. assumed the Directorship from 1981-1983.  Edmund D. 
Pellegrino, M.D. led the Institute from 1983-1989.    In the early 1980s, the Center for 
Population Research was granted status as a degree granting department within Georgetown 
University.  While the Laboratories for Reproductive Biology had a designated director and 
faculty on paper, this Kennedy Institute Center was never realized as an entity separate from the 



Hospital laboratories.  In additional to organizational changes, this decade was marked by 
efforts to establish a solid financial footing for the Institute.    
 

The 1980s were also a time for new efforts in education and research at the Kennedy 
Institute.  These endeavors were marked by a particular focus on outreach to the public.  
Beginning in the Fall 1984, interested professionals and lay persons were invited to become 
members of  The Kennedy Institute of Ethics in order to expand the network of persons 
affiliated with the Institute and to make its library services and scholarly work more widely 
available.  An annual Members Day Symposium was inaugurated in the same year to permit the 
Institute membership to hear the scholars speak on their work-in-progress, visit the National 
Reference Center, hear about the activities of the Institute, and engage in the discussion variety 
of topics in bioethics enriched by the broad perspective and experience of its membership.  The 
Andre Hellegers Lecture is delivered annually at the Members= Symposium.  Since 1988, an 
Advanced Bioethics Course (ABC) has been offered to graduates of the Intensive Bioethics 
Course.  The ABC permits a interdisciplinary and in-depth exploration of a single bioethics 
topic.  In addition, an Asian Bioethics Program focused on ethical and value issues raised by the 
impact of scientific, technological, and biomedical development in Asian countries,  and a 
European Program in Professional Ethics, which seeks to develop and enrich moral awareness in 
the fields of business, environment, regulation, engineering, and medicine,  were founded at the 
Institute. 
 

Over the years, the Kennedy Institute has produced a number of educational and outreach 
publications .  The first Kennedy Institute (KI) Newsletter lasted only two years (1974-1975).  
The Kennedy Institute Quarterly Report began in Autumn 1975 and continued to Spring 1980.  
The Kennedy Institute of Ethics Newsletter was a bimonthly publication from 1985 through 
1988 when it was superceded by the Kennedy Institute of Ethics Journal beginning in March 
1991.   In its early history, The Journal of Medicine and Philosophy was edited by the Kennedy 
Institute and the Journal of Religious Ethics was co-sponsored with the University of Tennessee. 
 The Newsletter of the Network on Ethics and Intellectual Disabilities is edited and produced at 
the Kennedy Institute and, in recent years, the final editing and production of the Newsletter for 
the International Network on Feminist Approaches to Bioethics (FAB) has occurred at the 
Kennedy Institute. 
      

Now nearing its 30th year, the Kennedy Institute of Ethics has 14 senior research scholars 
and 58 senior research fellows.  The research interests of its scholars range from gene therapy 
and recombinant DNA research to feminist theory to social ethics, nursing ethics, health policy 
and ethics, law and medicine, and death and dying.  The scholars and fellows teach a variety of 
undergraduate and graduate courses at Georgetown University.  The Institute provides faculty 
for the masters and doctoral graduate degree program in philosophy/bioethics and teach at the 
Georgetown University Medical school.  The joint degrees of M.D./Ph.D. and J.D./Ph.D. are 
also offered by arrangement with the Medical and Law schools.  The scholars and fellows 
lecture and serve as consultants in the United States and abroad where they participate in 
conferences, seminars, symposia, and special programs.  Many have served on government 
commissions or committees, and have testified at congressional hearings on the ethics involved 
in topics such as gene therapy, organ transplantation, human experimentation research, or animal 
research.  The faculty is active on boards of academic institutions, research centers, professional 



societies, and non-profit organizations as well as journal editorial boards.   
 
 
                                                 
i.     The task of reconstucting some of the history of The Kennedy Institute of Ethics has been 
done by others interested in the history of the field of bioethics, especially Warren T. Reich and 
Albert R. Jonsen.  For the early history of the Kennedy Institute of Ethics in the broader context 
of the field of bioethics, see Jonsen, Albert R. The Birth of Bioethics, New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1998.  For more information about the history of the Kennedy Institute, the 
origin of the term Abioethics@ and its meanings, and the life and work of Andre Hellegers, first 
director of the Kennedy Institute, see Reich, Warren Thomas, AThe Word >Bioethics=: Its Birth 
and the Legacies of those Who Shaped It@ Kennedy Institute of Ethics Journal 1994 December; 
4(4): 319-336; Reich, Warren Thomas, AThe Word >Bioethics=: The Struggle Over Its Earliest 
Meanings@ Kennedy Institute of Ethics Journal 1995 March; 5(1):  19-34; Rosner, Fred and 
Reich, Warren Thomas, ABioethics Is More than 30 years Old@ [letter and reply], Kennedy 
Institute of Ethics Journal 1995 March; 5(1): 85-86; Reich, Warren Thomas, ARevisiting the 
Launching of the Kennedy Institute: Re-visioning the Origins of Bioethics,@ Kennedy Institute of 
Ethics Journal 1996 December; 6(4): 323-327; Reich, Warren Thomas, A>The Wider View=: 
Andre Hellegers=s Passionate, Integrating Intellect and the Creation of Bioethics,@ Kennedy 
Institute of Ethics Journal 1999 March; 9(1): 25-51. 

ii. Fr. Richard A. McCormick held The Rose Kennedy Chair in Christian Ethics from its 
creation in 1974 until he left the Institute in 1986.  Fr. John Langan, S.J. occupied the Chair 
from 1987-1999 when he was appointed to the new Cardinal Bernadin Chair in Catholic Social 
Thought.  James F. Childress, Ph.D. held The Joseph P. Kennedy Sr. Chair in Christian Ethics 
from 1975-1979.  William F. May, Ph.D held the Chair from 1980-1985, Fr. J. Bryan Hehir, 
M.Div., Th.D. from 1988-1992, and LeRoy B. Walters. Ph.D. from 1993 to the present. 

iii. Dr. Andre E. Hellegers, M.D. was Director of the Kennedy Institute from 1971-1979. His 
successors were:  Richard McCormick, S.J., Interim Director (1979-1981),  Thomas J. King, 
Ph.D.(1981-1983),  Edmund D. Pellegrino, M.D. (1983-1989), Robert M. Veatch, Ph.D. 
(1989-1996), and LeRoy B. Walters, Ph.D. (1996-present). 


