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This article presents an argument in favor of the right to assisted suicide.
The right to assisted suicide relates to the right of each individual to make
a very private decision about the time and circumstances of their own death.
Many mentally competent, terminally ill individuals wish to end their lives for
a variety of reasons, including intolerable pain, loss of personal dignity, and
the emotional and financial burden of their illness on their families. No one
has the right to remove this personal choice from anyone, or to condemn any
person to a protracted, painful death. Assisted suicide is widely practiced,
despite state laws prohibiting it and by legalizing it would make for easier
regulations of its practice and safeguard against abuse.
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Thesis: The right to assisted suicide relates to the right of each individual to
make a very private decision about the time and circumstances of his or her
own death.

Summary: The right to assisted suicide is a fundamental one. Each
individual has the right to make a very private decision about the time and
circumstances of their own death. Many mentally competent, terminally ill
individuals wish to end their lives for a variety of reasons, including intolerable
pain, loss of personal dignity, and the emotional and financial burden of their
illness on their families. No one has the right to remove this personal choice
from anyone, or to condemn any person to a protracted, painful death.
Assisted suicide is widely practiced, despite state laws prohibiting it and by
legalizing it would make for easier regulations of its practice and safeguard
against abuse.

Terminology

The term "euthanasia" comes from a Greek phrase meaning "easy death," and
refers to killing terminally ill individuals to end their suffering. Distinctions
should be made among different terms related to euthanasia: passive
euthanasia, physician-assisted suicide, active euthanasia, and involuntary

euthanasia.

Passive euthanasia is equivalent to "letting nature take its course," either by removing life support
equipment, ending artificial supplies of food and water, or choosing not to administer cardio-pulmonary
resuscitation. In physician-assisted suicide, sometimes called "voluntary passive euthanasia" or "VPE,"
a physician provides information or a means to death, but the patient actually makes the death
happen. Active euthanasia is death in response to a request by the patient, such as an injection of a
controlled substance. Involuntary euthanasia relates to killing a patient who has not specifically
requested it, usually because they are in a coma or a "persistent vegetative state."

Assisted Suicide and the Law
The U.S. Supreme Court has recognized a distinction between suicide, which intentionally causes
death, and decisions to refuse treatment or use pain medication, which may accelerate death but are
not intended to cause death. Furthermore, administering an overdose of morphine to relieve pain is
acceptable under the law when it is not given specifically to cause death.

In 1997, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that although the public has no general constitutional right to
assisted suicide, nothing in the Constitution prevents states from passing laws permitting assisted
suicide. In fact, Oregon voters approved a Death With Dignity Law in 1997 allowing terminally ill
patients to request a lethal dose of drugs if two doctors have confirmed that the patient has less than
six months to live, and is mentally competent to make the request. The patient, rather than the doctor,
must administer the fatal dose. Currently, Oregon is the only state legally permitting assisted suicide.

Why Legalize Assisted Suicide?
Assisted suicide is widely practiced, despite state laws prohibiting it. Terminally ill individuals
frequently commit suicide with the assistance of family or friends, and compassionate doctors turn off
life support or administer lethal doses of painkilling drugs when faced with a request from a patient in
intractable pain. Legalizing assisted suicide would make it easier to regulate its practice and
safeguard against abuses.

More specifically, legalizing assisted suicide would help patients receive better care while they are
alive, especially poor patients who are unable to pay for medication. Sadly, patients with financial
means are more likely to have relationships with doctors who are willing to help end their suffering.
Many patients do not receive maximum pain relief, due to the failure of insurers and health care
programs to cover the cost of special hospice care, as well as to medical ignorance and fear of liability
and inadequate hospital funding. If assisted suicide were made legal, states would be forced to create
guidelines, such as the "BANEC-Generated Guidelines for Comprehensive Care of the Terminally Ill,"
created in September 1996 by Bay Area Network of Ethics Committees, to determine that the patient
has received the best medical care and pain management possible.

"Terminal sedation," in which drugs are administered to induce a coma, is frequently accepted as legal,
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but does not provide an acceptable alternative to assisted suicide. It has not been confirmed that
terminal sedation ends suffering and awareness for the patient

Quality of Life for Dying Patients
Ironically, knowing that they have the legal power end their lives may give terminally ill patients
emotional security, which may help make the end of their lives bearable. It may prevent some patients
from attempting to take their lives while they are still physically able to do so, and encourage them to
choose treatments that may extend their lives instead. Legalized assisted suicide can create healthier
relationships with doctors by removing patients' fear of over-treatment.

Legal Precedent
According to the Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, "No State shall... deprive any person
of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law." This clause, known as the "Due Process
Clause," has been used by the Supreme Court to protect the right of individuals to make decisions
about "...the most intimate and personal choices a person may make in a lifetime, choices central to a
person's dignity and autonomy." [Planned Parenthood v. Casey, 1992].

In West Virginia State Board of Education v. Barnette, the Supreme Court explained that

"...no official...can prescribe what shall be orthodox in politics, nationalism, religion, or other matters of
opinion...." In 1990, the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court stated in Cruzan v. Missouri that "...[t]he
choice between life and death is a deeply personal decision of obvious and overwhelming finality."

Therefore, there is a great deal of precedent in interpreting the Constitution to support the right of
individuals to make the very personal decision about how and when they wish to end their lives. If a
patient wants a doctor to attempt to sustain his or her life, the government cannot direct the doctor
not to do so; at the same time, if a patient wishes to die, the government should not demand that the
doctor refuse the patient's wish.

Support from Physicians and the Public
Polls have repeatedly indicated that the public supports physician-assisted suicide. A Harris poll in
December 2001 showed support for both euthanasia and physician-assisted suicide by a 2-1
majority, and a 1994 Gallup poll indicated that 65 percent of Americans were in favor of allowing
doctors to help terminally ill patients end their suffering. In addition, 44.5 percent of the physicians
surveyed in a 2001 study by Baylor University supported legalizing physician-assisted suicide. Political
orientation and religion influenced the physicians surveyed; those who described themselves as
politically conservative were more likely to oppose physician-assisted suicide, and 45 percent of
Catholic physicians, 32 percent of Protestant physicians, and 16 percent of Jewish physicians opposed
it.

Conclusion
Mentally competent, terminally ill patients should be allowed to determine the circumstances of their
death. Some may choose to live; others may not. Legalizing assisted suicide would enable such
patients to make reasoned, open decisions about death with the help of their families and communities,
and would ensure that they have competent medical resources to end suffering using the most
effective and humane means available.

Ponder This

1. Analyze the excerpt from the Fourteenth Amendment cited as a legal precedent supporting
assisted suicide. Could the excerpt be interpreted differently by assisted suicide opponents?
Explain.
2. Which of the arguments in favor of legalizing assisted suicide is most convincing? Why?
3. Which of the arguments in favor of legalizing assisted suicide uses the most supporting
evidence? Give an example.
4. Does the author make a stronger case for state-by-state legalization of assisted suicide or for
national legalization? Discuss.
5. The survey of physicians cited demonstrates a correlation between support of the issue and
religious affiliation. If assisted suicide is a religious issue, how should this affect legislation?
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