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The United States Supreme Court decision in the Case of Buck v. Bell, widely considered one of the most infamous 
decisions in Supreme Court history, is focused on the family of Carrie Buck of Charlottesville.  The case is 

generally remembered for the Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. line asserting, “Three generations of imbeciles 
are enough,” and endorsing Virginia’s Eugenical Sterilization Act of 1924.  The law allowed the state to surgically 

sterilize patients thought likely to produce children whose hereditary “defects” might render them “socially 
inadequate.”  Carrie Buck was the first person sterilized under the 1924 law.  Subsequent scholarship has 

demonstrated that the Sterilization Act was based on the now discredited and false science of eugenics.  May 2, 
2002 will mark the 75th anniversary of the Buck decision, which made it possible for states to legally sterilize some 

60,000 Americans.  German eugenicists applauded the decision and some of the earliest enactments of the Nazi 
regime were comparable legislation for enforced sterilization.  The Virginia General Assembly has already 

expressed its profound regret over the Commonwealth’s role in the eugenics movement in this country and the 
damage done in the name of eugenics. 

 
 

Faculty, house staff, students, alumni, and the public 
are cordially invited to attend 
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The University of Virginia School of Medicine is accredited by the Accreditation Council for Continuing Medical Education (ACCME) to provide continuing medical education for physicians.  The University of Virginia School of 
Medicine designates this education activity for up to one hour in Category 1 of the Physician's Recognition Award of the American Medical Association. Each physician should claim only those hours of credit that he/she actually 
spends in the educational activity. 
 
 
 

     


