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The moral. .life dis  fundamentally Ethe  life afasaion
for the task is to see accurately the nature of the
world, self, and others without illusion.

Stanley Hauerwas, Vision and Virtue

What one sees and does not see is related to where one
stands.

James M. Gustafson, Ethics from a Theocentric Perspective

Suicides were the aristocrats of death--God's graduate
students, acting out their theses to prove how limited

were the alternatives. He had allowed Himself and His
creatures. Their act was, at its best, superb literary
criticism:.

Daniel Stern, The Suicide Academy

We are...horrified at the very thought of suicide; by
it man sinks lower than the beasts; we 1look upon the
suicide as carrion, whilst our sympathy goes forth to
the victim of fate:

Immanuel Kant, Lectures on Ethics




INTRODUCTION: The Tragic Figures of Suicide

Suicide is a phenomenon that has existed throughout
the ages and across cultures. While the prominence
of many moral issues tends to wax and wane in the face
of social and technological changes, suicide seems to
transcend such vicissitudes.

History and literature are replete with tragic
figures who have chosen to end their own lives: Jocasta,
Socrates, Cato the Younger, Antony and Cleopatra, Romeo
and Juliet, and more recently, Sylvia Plath, Henry Pitney
Van Dusen..and..his. .wife,-.and. ..Arthur Koestler...and his
wife. The means employed, or what some have called

the "art of suicide," have become slightly more sophis-
ticated, but many of the causes, values, and underlying
questions connected with the issue remain the same.

Recent studies have greatly contributed to our
understanding of suicide. These studies seem to indicate,
for example, that a suicide is comprised of a complex
matrix of variables and that the decision to attempt
suicide is not a single choice, but is often the culmin-
ation of a long series of choices. While most of the
research in the fields of medicine, psychology, and
sociology having to do with suicide has been conducted
within the last one hundred years, suicide has always

been an object of great concern to philosophers and

theologians.
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There is but one truly serious philosophical
problem and that is suicide. Judging whether
life is or is not worth 1living amounts to
answering the fundamental question of phil-
osophy. All the rest--whether or not the
world has three dimensions, whether the mind
has nine or twelve categories--comes after-
wards.

Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus

Suicide has fascinated and frustrated philosophers
because '"it raises the marital disputes of order and
freedom, effort and indulgence, holiness and happiness,
authority and conscience, which have vexed philosophy
for as 1long as these problems have been thought of,
and are unable to achieve any permanent solution.”1

This is not to say that a solution has never Been
proposed or adopted. Suicide has 1long been condemned
by traditional Church teaching and, until recently,
it was prohibited in many legal jurisdictions. St
Augustine described suicide as a ''detestable and damnable
wickedness,'" and since then, suicide has, for the most
part, been seen as indicating a 'dry rot of the soul,
a perverse and pernicious setting-at-nought of all human
values, and a cowardly flight from the duties and burdens
to which all human flesh is heir."2

But this view has been challenged by others. Al-
though few would support unconditionally the practice

of suicide, many have held that under certain conditions,

suicide may be a legitimate, if not appropriate, option.
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Greek philosophers recognized some exceptions to a general
prohibition of suicide. Some Stoic philosophers even
held that suicide may serve as the ultimate expression
of personal courage and wisdom. Suicide could be inter-
preted, according to this school of thought, as an affirm-
ation of one's capacity for compassion and freedom.

While Western Culture has never fully embraced
the Stoic view, it is slowly moving away from the belief
that suicide is an abomination. This change has not
resulted from some great philosophical enlightenment
as "much as* from Fa“freal'* ahd" tragic* sitation" *tHat*%is
occuring with greater regularity. The current state
of biomedical technology has made it possible for "ill
and seriously injured persons to prolong their 1lives
beyond a point at which, in former times, they would
have died. Many of those patients are seriously ill
and in considerable agony.”3 Suicide may present these
people with a means of avoiding the pains and indignities
to which this technology presently subjects them. The
mere knowledge that suicide is an option may provide
a“‘great' source’‘of relief "and-*‘comforc™ to thesé people

and others who suffer.

The thought of suicide is a great consolation:
by means of it one gets successfully through
many a bad night.

Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil




viii
We are in the power of no calamity while death
is in our own.

Sir Thomas Browne, Religio Medici

Unfortunately, changes in the 1law have not come
about as quickly as advances in biomedical technology.
Although suicide has been decriminalized in the United
States, the legislatures and courts have been hesitant
to promulgate one's rights in this area. This hesitancy
on the part of society and its lawmakers is probably
due to the influence of its religious legacy coupled
with a moral and pragmatic concern for the consequences
of such an action.

Studies have found that no significant correlation
exists between the legal status of suicide and suicide
rates. Fluctuations in the suicide rate are more likely
due to other variables. These suicide rates are the
other tragic figures of suicide.

In the United States, there are nearly 30,000
reported cases of suicide per year. An individual is
three times as 1likely to die from suicide as from
homicide. Suicide 1is currently ranked as the ninth
leading cause of death, accounting for 1.4% of total

¢ More recent studies indicate that this rate

deaths.
is higher for certain populations. For example, among
teenagers, ages 15-19, suicide ranks as the second leading

cause of death--behind accidents.
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These figures are disturbing and alarming. Though
there may be little agreement on the inherent morality
of suicide, there is one point that few will dispute:
Suicide is a moral issue. The fact that it involves
death, an irreversible harm, makes it a moral issue
of particular gravity.
If suicide is allowed then everything is
allowed. If anything 1is not allowed then
suicide is not allowed. This throws® a 1light
on. the nature. of. ethics.s for syicide i3, 2 an

to speak, the elementary sin.

Ludwig Wittgenstein, Notebooks 1914-1919

In this thesis, I do not propose to offer a defin-
itive solution to the problem of suicide. 1. intend.
instead, to develop a defensible position based on an
examination and assessment of the major moral principles
which are relevant to a discussion of the moral status
of suicide.

In_the " firsr _chapter, 1= indichret The® doEirailes an
involved in formulating a definition of suicide. A
working definition 1is stipulated at the end of this
chapter.

In chapter II, I begin by describing some of the
factors that must be taken into account in any discussion
of the, morality .of, suicide, "If. 18.3p this chapter that
an analysis of the pertinent moral principles takes

place. An argument will be put forward for a moral




right to suicide.

While the role of the agent is the primary moral
issue, an important secondary moral issue is examined
in chapter III: the role of the bystander. How should
we respond to the individual who is considering or
attempting suicide? What values are expressed by the
various responses that we can make to that individual?

In the final section, some concluding remarks will
be made concerning the challenge that suicide poses
to us as individuals and as a society.

Throughout the thesis, I have interspersed quotations
from philosophy, literature, and poetry. Writers from
many disciplines have contributed to our understanding
and appreciation of the multifarious dimensions of the
problem of suicide.

It is my conviction that a reader can leirh

more about human agency from great novels

than he or she can from philosophical treat-

ises or scientific acconnts of the shb ot

James M. Gustafson
Ethics from a Theocentric Perspective

Poetry and literature do not  just bolster
our moral intentions; they affect how we per-
ceive the world and hence what the moral 1life
is all about. For poetry does not just describe
the known; it reveals dimensions of the unknown
that make the known seem unfamiliar.

Stanley Hauerwas, Vision and Virtue




xi

Notes

Glanville Williams, The Sancrity of dife and

the Criminal Law (New York: Alfred A NRHOopTETes Oaghy

p. 248"

Sidney Hook, '"The Ethics of Suicide," in Bene-

ficent Euthanasia, ed. Marvin Kohl (Buffalo s "NTYY? Pro-

metheus Books, 1975), p.58.

3 Tom Beauchamp, '"Suicide,”" in Matters of Life

and Death, ed. Tom Regan (New York: Random House, 1980),

p-67.

4 United States Department of Health and Human
Services, Public Health Service, National Center for
Health Statistics, Vital Statistics of the United States

1978: Volume 1T--MUTtalsty, "tablEg ™ -5r- Joesemni -0

A e e Y




CHAPTER 1: The Definition of Suicide

Everywhere there were people living out their
daily 1lives using aspects of suicide against
themselves. They did not even have the authen-
ticity of the final act to speak for them.
Syicide .ds, weifi snshories thoasernec: continuous,
every-day, ever-present problem of living.
It is a question of degree. I'd seen them
all in varying stages of development and des-
pair. The failed lawyer, the cynical doctor,
the depressed housewife, the angry teen-ager...
all of mankind engaged in the massive conspiracy
against their own 1lives that is their daily
ackivity. The meaning of Suicide, « thesi tTue
meaning, had yet to be defined, had yet to
be created in the broad dimensions it deserved.

Daniel Stern, The Suicide Academy

The discussion of the morality of suicide raises
many difficult questions. Perhaps the most difficult
of these questions to answer is the first one: What
is suicide? Many arguments on both sides of the issue
proceed on the assumption that it is not necegsary to
provide a definition of suicide. Everybody knows what
suicide is, just as everybody knows what murder is.
This is the first fallacy of suicide. Emile Durkheim

begins his classic work, Suicide: A Study in Sociology,

with this caveat:

Since the word 'suicide' Trecurs constantly
in the course of conversation, it might be
thought that its sense 1is universally known
and that definition is superfluous. Actually,
the words of everyday language, 1like the
concepts they express, are always susceptible
of more than one meaning, and the scholar
employing them in their accepted use without
further. definition would risk misunderstanding.l
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If all who are involved in the debate were asked

to articulate their definitions, they might be suprised
at the heterogeneity of their responses. In many
instances, those who call for an absolute proscription
of suicide are working with a different understanding
of the act than are those who would want to recognize
a right to suicide. I do not wish, however, to imply
that differences 1in normative claims will disappear
if a single definition were to be adopted. The problem
of suicide is far from being simply one of definition.

The language of suicide has a history nearly as

interesting as that of the act itself.2 The term

'suicide,' for instance, does not antedate the seventeenth
century. Prior to then, few languages had a term
specifically referring to suicide. The concept was

described in various ways so as to emphasize a particular
quality sof;rthe acts Suicide was wusually described as
either a type of dying or a type of kilhkings "Latin

mors voluntaria stresses the voluntary nature of such

dying. English ‘'suicide,' 'self-killing,' the fact

3 The Germans have two

that oneself is the object."
words that have been used to describe suicide. The

term Selbstmord is the exact equivalent of 'self-murder.'

Freitod is translated as 'free-death.' The latter term

was not introduced until this century and was applied

to deaths that were considered too noble to be described

st

rre—




as Selbstmord.

The main difficulty in attempting to formulate
an adequate definition of suicide stems from the fact
that the term has been imbued with more than just a
descriptive function. 'Suicide' is a value-laden and
affect-laden term that tends to educe strong convictions
and feelings. As Tom Beauchamp and James Childress
note, '"Terms in their ordinary meaning often contain
evaluative accretions from social attitudes that render
them difficult to analyze. The meaning...located for
'suicide' appears to be a premier example.”4

The definition and application of the term has
been greatly affected by the legal, moral, and religious
values of society. The application of the label 'suicide'
to an act has depended not only on some empirical
criteria, but also on whether the act was deemed to
be praiseworthy or contemptible. For centuries, suiéide
would bring ignominy and damnation upon the agent and
would result in his or her estate being forfeited over
to the state. It would also bring dishonor to the agent's
family. If the act was judged to be praiseworthy, the
term ‘suicide' was not applied. Joseph Margolis, an
American philosopher, has noted:

The very category of suicide interprets, in

terms of some selective doctrine, the intent-

ions and conduct of agents said to have taken

or to have attempted to take their own lives
and to provide for the appraisal of those

A g e e LY




actions: thene.  sifes 101« nEutnal concept of

suicide, and what is allowed or disallowed

as a fair specimen reflects at least conditions

that alternatively favored creeds would have

to meet in order to be minimally coherent,

if it does "Hot already exhibit their actual

preferences.

Catholic teaching, for example, defines suicide
as an 'unlawful act, positive or negative, by which
one directly causes his own death.“6 Catholic teaching
does recognize as lawful some cases in which one may
be said to have caused his or her own death. Such cases,
however, will not be described as suicides in this
tradition. For the act to qualify as a suicide according
to Catholic teaching, it must also be subject to a moral
assessment in which it is found to be unlawful. The
point is that cases which fall outside the Catholic
definition of suicide may be justified cases of suicide
according to another definition.

In this chapter, I wish to distinguish the discussion
of the definition of suicide from a discussion of its
possible moral justification and then stipulate a non-
moral definition of suicide that attempts to capture
the essential elements of our ordinary understanding
of the term.

In order to develop such a definition, it is
necessary to make two adjustments in the language often

associated with suicide. The expression 'to commit

suicide" 1is purposely avoided, because it implies that
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something wrong or reprehensible is done, i.e., a judgment
has been made. In addition, the noun 'suicide,' used
to indicate the one who has taken his or her life, is
rejected, ''recognizing that a person who kills herself
(or himself) is aiso a person who does many othervthings
and that a person cannot be confined to a single act."’

What, then, is suicide?

Case 1-1: Alice, a college ©senior, “after
receiving a failing grade for a course, feels
that 1life is no longer worth 1living. She

decides to end her life and that night jumps
from her dormitory window to her death.

There would appear to be little doubt that Alice's death
was a suicide. IT there *18""such a"“thing®dy a*"¢ledY
case " v sufcidey: WHISTYIE HY BUE*"What® Mm"Spayldiciiar
about this act makes it a suicide? What distinguishes
it from other forms of death?

The Oxford English Dictionary defines suicide as
"8

an ''act of taking one's life, self-murder. Because
murder involves a normative claim in addition to a de-
scriptive one, I wish to concentrate solely on the first
part. of .the .definition: an lact of taking ofe's 1itel
Fundamental to any understanding of suicide is the notion
of a reflexive act, i.e., self-agency. The fact that
the one who is killed and the one who takes the 1life
are the same person is what differentiates suicide from

other forms of taking life. Self-agency is, therefore,

a necessary condition for 1labeling an act a suicide.




But ., ds it senoushito jany thake a tiialides dia 0 Saot
of taking one's life?"

Case 1-2: Brian, a collector of rare guns,

is cleaning one of his guns when he accidentally

pulls the trigger, killing himself instantly.
Brian may be said to have taken his own life, but: was
his death a suicide? Distinctions are commonly drawn
between suicides and accidents. Suicide implies, at
the very least, that the agent have some knowledge that
the act will with reasonable certainty .result in.his
or .her own death. . This knowledge is another necessary
condition for a definition of suicide.

For some, the conditions of self-agency and of
knowledge of the probable consequences of the act, when
taken together, provide the sufficient conditions for
a definition of suicide.

Emile Durkheim, in his aforementioned work, offers
this definition of suicide:

The term suicide is applied to all cases of

death resulting directly or indirectly from

a positiye or negative act of the victim him§

self, which he knows will produce this result.
Durkheim's definition is, however, so broad that 3
includes cases not normally considered instances of
suicide. For example, it is by now common knowledge
that smoking greatly increases the risk of developing

a number of fatal conditions. Would smoking be an example

of "an"act” of "suicide?"""A death resulting from lung cancer




4
produced by smoking would seem to fit Durkheim's criteria

for suicide.

Smoking has been described as "slow sucide," but
the fact that it has been labeled this and not "suicide"
should cause us to be circumspect. There is something
about the act of smoking that sets it apart from acts
that are deemed to be suicide. Perhaps the reason we
are hesitant to call a death caused by smoking a suicide
is because the dying process occurs over such a long
periot”®of““vime’ In order to check this hypothesis,

let us contrast smoking with another case.

Case 1-3: Christine is reading on the beach
while her son is swimming in the ocean. Suddenly
the boy starts screaming for help. Christine

looks for someone to help because she cannot

swim. Nobody can be found so she rushes into

the*“routh "waldr hersélf. While attempting

to rescue her son, Christine drowns.
Like the smoking example, the agent in this case knows
that her act will with reasonable certainty “result in
her death. This case 1is different from the smoking
case in that the act and the death occur within a short
period of time. Does this difference lead us to class-
ify Christine's death as a suicide? The answer appears
to be '"no." Neither the smoking case nor this case
is wusually regarded as a case of suicide. While the

time lapsed between the act and the death may indicate

that a death was or was not a suicide, a stronger reason

i g S SRS
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can be given as to why these cases do not qualify as

suicides.

The main difference between Alice's act in Case
1zl @2ndChristinels sacteidn Caseilad has. tewdn with the
intentions of the agents. In the first case, the agent
intends her own death. In the second case, Christine
intends only to rescue her son; her death is an unintended
effect .of her act. Intentionality is another necessary
condition for an act to be considered a suicide.

The addition of intentionality as a necessary con-
dition, while helping to reflect our considered judgment
on the subject, raises as many questions as it helps
to answer. It is precisely for this reason that Durkheim
did not include intentionality as part of his definition
of suicide. He writes:

Intent 1is too intimate a thing to be more

than approximately interpreted by another.

It even escapes self-observation. How often

we mistake the true reasons for our acts.

We constantly explain acts due to petty feeling

or blind routine by generous passions or lofty

considerations.

Durkheim may be accurate in his observation, but the
difficulty we have in discerning an agent's true intent-
ions should not lead us to abandon it as a necessary
condition . for..suicide, It should only make us more

careful in our use of the terms "intention" and "suicide."

We are still faced with the problem of determining
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the intention of the agent. To complicate matters even

further, it is not unusual for an agent to have several
intentions for a single act. There is, unfortunately,
no simple solution to this problem. The following case
has become a classic in this context:

tage  l-4: Captain Lawrence E.G. Oates was

a member of the Scott Expedition to the South

Pole. By the time the expedition was returning
from its destination, Captain Oates was badly

frostbitten. He was aware that his condition
was hampering the progress of his comrades,
thus gravely endangering their 1lives. One

day he left the camp, walked into the blizzard,

and never returned.

Was Captain Oates' leaving the camp tlan w=agt iiof
suicide? There 1is disagreement in the literature as
to. whether or not this is a case of suicide. According
to R.F. Holland, Oates' death was not a suicide because,
"in Oates's case, I can say 'No, the blizzard killed
him.' Had Oates taken out a revolver and shot himself

plhe natisedn

I should have agreed he was a suicide.
argument is that Oates' death was not a suicide because
his intention was to assist his comrades and because
he did not use an active means in his death.

Others, however, claim that Oates' death was a
suicide. Beauchamp argues, '"Although the climactic
conditions proximately caused his death, he brought

about the relevant life-threatening condition causing

his death (exposure to the weather) in order that he
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. In response to Beauchamp, I would want to argue

die.
that it is not clear that Oates walked into the blizzard
"in order that he die." Beauchamp's claim seems too
strong. Perhaps the strongest argument that one can
put forward in support of the position that Oates' death
was a suicide is advanced by Glanville Williams: g2 i
may be doubted...whether Oates, brave man that he was,
would have welcomed a protracted existence alone and
unprotected in the polar snow, even if this had been
possible.”13

The Oates case is an example of a death that had
multiple effects. Each effect points to the possible
existence of multiple intentions. Because the intention
to die may be one of those intentions, it may be said
that it is likely that Oates' death was a suicide. But,
because we cannot know the precise nature of Oates'
intentions, it is unlikely that the question of whether
or not his death was a suicide will ever be resolved.

There is a class of cases in which the intention
to die may be present, yet we are still reluctant to
describe these cases as suicides. These cases would
include instances in which an agent intends to die for
other-regarding reasons. We usually describe such cases
as ssacpificialasor heroic, and not a8 acts Of Sulc g

Case 1-5" Miss E. was a spy who was captured
by the enemy. She knew of top secret plans
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that the enemy was anxious to obtain. The

interrogator threatened Miss E. with torture

if she did not reveal the information. Miss

E., however, did not wish to reveal the plans

or suffer the pains of torture. She swallowed

a capsule filled with poison that she carried

with her. She died instantly.
in this case, it 18 e¢lear that the agent had multiple
intentions, one of them being the intention to die as
a necessary means for not revealing information and
avoiding torture. Because the intention to die is
present, Miss E.'s death is a suicide. Many have argued,
however, that the agent's death is a heroic fulfillment
of her duty and ought not to be considered a suicide.
Some have even held that the agent in this case becomes
her own enemy and her death is more accurately described
as a justified killing. The uneasiness felt in connection
with this case, as evidenced by the attempts at creative
psychology, is probably due to weightier concerns than
whether or not this is a case of suicide. What is im-
portant to note about this case for this discussion
is. that it fulfills the necessary criteria that would
make it a suicide: self-agency, knowledge of the risk
of death, and intention to die. While a moral assess-
ment of this case might indicate that the agent was
justified in acting as she did, her act was, nonetheless,
an act of suicide.

Self-agency, knowledge of the risk of death, and

the intention to die are all necessary conditions for

S

i S R




1i2
a definition of suicide. There are other conditions

that are often associated with suicide but, upon
examination, it seems evident that they do not constitute
necessary conditions. The time between the act and
the death, as noted above, turned out not to be a
necessary condition.

Another factor that is often mentioned in connection
with suicide has to do with the means used. The active
means--passive means distinction is often seen as an
important one in defining suicide. Holland, for example,
admits that if Captain Oates had shot himself, he would
have been willing to label Oates' death a suicide. The
fact that Oates merely walked away from the camp into
the blizzard and did not actively take his life leads
Holland to conclude that Oates' death was not a suicide.

In the medical context, the active means--passive
means distinction is sometimes framed in terms of the
relation between suicide and refusal of treatment. On
the one hand, there appears to be 1little difference
between the individual who <cuts his wrists in order
to die and the one who, after accidentally cutting his
wrists, refuses to seek or accept medical treatment
because he wishes to die. As Joseph Fletcher argues,

"Not to do anything is a decision to act every bit as

much as deciding to do what we would accomplish by 'not

acting. In this sense, some refusal of treatment
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cases can be suicides. On the other hand, there are

some cases of refusal of treatment that are commonly
contrasted with suicide. When a person who has a terminal
disease in which there is clear evidence that death
is imminent and unavoidable refuses treatment, thereby
allowing herself to die, we do not usually label that
death a suicide. I1f, however, that same person shot
herself with a revolver in order to hasten her death,
we might be more willing to label that death a suicide.
Beauchamp and Childress note,

The more we have patent cases of actions that

intentionally and actively cause one's own

death, the more we are 1likely to classify

them as suicide; but the more the context

is one of merely allowing one's own death

when a fatal condition is present, the less

inclined we are to call the act a suicide.

It is those cases which fall in the middle of this
continuum that present difficulties for a definition
of suicide. The categories of suicide and refusal of
treatment appear to intersect, but not overlap. Whether
Oor not a particular refusal of treatment is8 suicide
will depend'on the facts of the case.

The active means--passive means distinction and
the refusal of treatment--suicide distinction, while
sometimes helping to reveal an agent's intentions, are

not ‘a necessary part of a ‘definition. OF Huieide’ iy

Childress concludes on the subject: "It is not necessary
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to draw a hard and fast line between suicide and refusal

of life-saving medical treatment. Wherever the line
is drawn for conceptual and moral reasons, important
issues will emerge from both actionsn”16

I now wish to provide a definition of suicide that
will accord with our ordinary understanding of the term
without including any normative claims. This definition
is based on a distinction that is often drawn between
suicidal acts and acts of suicide.

An act may be said to be suicidal without

being an ‘act ' of suicide  if ‘the followings

conditions are present: (1% ZThea.act must.

with reasonable certainty, lead to the death

of the agent; and (2) The agent knows that

(1) is the case. NS order foran act to be

an act  of. suicide, an_.additional conditian

needs to be met: (3) The agent engages in

the act with the express purpose of bringing

about his own death.
This definition of suicide has the virtue of not including
any moral judgment while, at the same time, making sense
of our ordinary use of the term. We often use, for
example, the adjective ''suicidal" to describe an act
engaged in by an agent who is consciously aware of the
risk of probable death. It also implies that the agent
does not intend her own death. YOL an  ack”™ "to. . .be
considered an act of suicide, this intention must be
present. It does not matter whether the death was intended

as an end in itself or as a necessary means to another

end, only that it was intended by the agent.
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By adopting this definition, it will not make the

judgment as to whether or not a given ‘dct 18 4 suicide
any easier, but it will help to indicate why the border-
line cases are problematic.

With this definition of suicide stipulated 1in
advance, I wish now to turn to a discussion of the

morality of suicide.
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CHAPTER I1: The Contemporary Debate:
Some New Variations on Some 0ld Themes

And what shall he suffer who slays him who
of all men, as they say, is his own best friend?
I mean the suicide, who deprives himself by
violence of his appointed share of life, not
because the 1law of the state requires him,
nor yet under the compulsion of some painful
and inevitable misfortune which has come upon
him, nor because he has had to suffer from
irremediable and intolerable shame, but who
has from sloth or want of manliness imposes
upon himself an unjust penalty.... They who
meet their death in this way shall be buried
alone, and none shall be 1laid by their side;
they shall be buried ingloriously in the borders
of the twelve portions of land, in such places
as are uncultivated and nameless, and no column
or inscription shall mark the place of inter-
ment.

Plato, Laws, Book IX. 873

For mere 1living is not a good, but living
well. Accordingly, the wise man will 1live
as long as he ought, not as long as he can.
He will mark in what place, with whom, and
how he is to conduct his existence, and what
he.is ssabout ko ida He always reflects con-
cerning . the naualifey S HRGHAE: the quantity,
of his life. As soon as there are many events
in his life that give him trouble and disturb
his peace of mind, he sets himself free. And
this privilege is his, not only when the crisis
is upon him, but as soon as Fortune seems
to be playing him false; then he looks about
carefully and sees whether he ought, or ought
not, to end his 1life on that aAccount. He
holds that it makes no difference to him whether
his taking-off be natural or self-inflicted,
whether it comes 1later or earlier. He does
not regard It with Tedr, as Iif 3t Were'a oredf
loss; for no man can lose very much when but

a driblet remains. 1€ 18 not a question of
dying .earlier or. later;.-but:.of .dying .well
or il And dying well means escape from

the danger of living ill.

Seneca, Epistulae Morales, 70

17
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But thisg .we saffirm . this, awe maintain, this
We every way® pranounce o hera ot haE e ho
man ought to inflict on himself voluntary
death, for this is to escape the ills of time
by plunging into those of eternity; that .no
man ought to do so on account of another man's
sins, for this were to escape a guilt which
could not pollute him, by incurring great
guilt of his own; that no man ought to do
so on account of his own past sins, for he
has all the more need of this life that these
sins may be healed by repentance; that no
man should put an end to this life to obtain
that = better ‘life "we oo oot av it fien
for those who die by their own hand have no
better life after death.

St. Augustine, The City of God, Book I, 26

In the history of philosophy and religion, there
has been 1little agreement concerning the moral status
of suicide. Attitudes toward suicide have ranged from
approbation to condemnation. It can be said that what
would guarantee an individual an eternal place with
the gods according to one tradition is the very same
thing that would guarantee eternal damnation according
to another.

Three main positions, however, have emerged con-
cerning the morality of suicide. These positions are
represented by the three passages which open this chapter.
The Greeks, while rejecting the radical individualism
underlying most suicides, did recognize certain exceptions
to a general prohibition of suicide.

Another position was put forward by the Stoics,
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Epicureans, and later, the Romantics of the nineteenth

century. These groups extolled the human virtue of
self-determination, especially in the face of misfortune.
Suicide was often a noble act which could help preserve
one's honor. According to this position, suicide was
something that ought not to be prohibited. It was,
instead, to be viewed as a '"privilege" and an appropriate
response to many of life's crises.

In stark contrast to the words of Seneca stand
those. .of St. . Augustine. In order to  appreciate St.
Augustine's position, it must be remembered that he
was writing at a time when the church was confronted
with a crisis that called for immediate attention. While
the earlier persecutions made martyrs out of many
Christians, there were Christians 1living at the time
of St. Augustine who were seeking voluntary martyrdom
With::a fanatical;; gearnine fon .death. For these
Christians, particularly the Circumcellions, death was
gseen,  as:.an attractive option in 1light of the misery
of this 1life conjoined with the promise of eternal
happiness after death. These groups were interpreting
Christian teaéhings in such a way as to support suicide
and suicidal behavior. St. Augustine recast these church
teachings into an absolute prohibition of suicide in
the hope that this prohibition would help curtail the

excesses of certain groups who were aggressively seeking




20
their own death.

Since _the ' time " of SP. Ancliselne  Hnd ap S ineil
recently, the absolute religious prohibition of suicide
has been echoed in many 1legal codes. For centuries,
in Western® culture *®suicide® *wasgPi%for “"he “mostP part,
looked " upon'-*as#ial eriminal Sfdcts Severe penalties,
including the dishonoring of the corpse and the forfeiture
of one's estate, were traditionally attached to suicide.
Recently, however, the absolute prohibition position
has been <challenged on religious, moral, and legal
grounds.

Since it would be impossible to review all of.the
arguments that have been offered for and against the
moral permissibility of suicide, the method used in
this chapter will be to identify and analyze the basic
moral principles which converge in a discussion of
suicide. It is believed that such an analysis can help
generate a defensible position concerning the morality
of suicide.

Before beginning an analysis of the moral principles
involved in suicide, some preliminary comments are
necessary. As was stated in the first chapter, suicide
is a broad term that can include many different types
of acts. For the purpose of this discussion, a
distinction will be drawn between two types of suicide.

This distinction is taken from a typology of socially
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determined conduct developed by Max Weber.l  Suicide

may, first, be determined rationally and or-
1ented. toward an end. Iniithat fcase idit ndis
determined by the expectation that objects
in the world outside or other human beings
will behave in a certain way, and by the use
of such expectations . #9 ‘conditions of @ o
as means toward the achievement of the actor's
own, rationally desired and considered, aims.
This case will be called purpose-rational
(zweckrational) conduct.

In purpose-rational conduct, the agent's act is

at bringing about a specific end. The language of

and

effect, instrumentality, and efficiency is

associated with this type of conduct.

I have heard of a post-war writer who, after
having finished his first book, committed
suicide ' to attract attention to his work.
Attention was in fact attracted, but the book
was judged no good.

Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus

aimed
cause

often

Cage 2=l Mr. Bllen L Al vear-oldg tALhes
of two is suffering from Huntington's Chorea.
This disease has progressed to the point where
he experiences radical mood changes, great
pain, and a loss of physical control. He
decides to attempt suicide in order to re-
lieve his family of the financial and emotional
burden his illness has put on them, as well
as, to relieve himself of the physical and
mental anguish.

In this case, Mr. Allen views his suicide as a means

of pursuing specific ends: to no longer be a fina

and

emotional burden on his family and to no 1

ncial

onger
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experience physical and mental pain. His suicide is

purpose-rational.

There is another type of suicide that is not acc-
urately described as a means to an end. This type of
suicide

may be determined...by the conscious faith
in the absolute worth of the conduct as such,
independent of any aim and measured by some
standard as ethics, aesthetics, or religion.

This case will be called value-rational (wert-
rational) conduct.

Where the first type of suicide is designed to be in-
strumental, value-rational suicide is meant to be ex-
pressive or communicative of some feeling or value.
The Buddhist monks who killed themselves by self-immo-
lation in protest of the war in Vietnam are examples
of individuals who took their own 1lives not so much
as for pursuing an end as for expressing an attitude.
Perhaps the most recent and most publicized case of
a suicide that was, for the most part, value-rational
is the case of Jo Roman.

Case 2-2: In 1975, Jo Roman, an artist, decided

that she would begin plans for her suicide

that was to take place in 1992, when she would

be 75. She wrote, "I'd aim for my exit date

to predate discomfort of intensity which might

diminish my chance of CREATING ON MY OWN TERMS

THE FINAL STROKE OF MY LIFE'S CANVAS'"4

In 1978 it was discovered that she had

breast cancer. Roman decided to move up the
date of her suicide. Through a book, a video-
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tape, and several interviews, she hoped to
show the public that rational suicide '"makes
possible a truly ideal closing of one's life

span."

. On 10 June 1979, after completing her
life sculpture," a pine box filled with per-

sonal objects, she took a fatal dosage of

pills. The report of the medical examiner

of New York concluded that there was 'no

evidence the cancer had spread beyond the

lymph nodes to any vital organ.'®
Roman's suicide was not purely value-rational because
it was partly intended as a means of avoiding a state
of dependence. It was, however, value-rational in that
Roman did wish to communicate to the public that suicide
could play a valuable role in one's life.

Another issue that 1is critical for a discussion
of the morality of suicide has to do with whether or
not suicide can be a rational act. The claim that suicide
can be a rational type of conduct has been challenged
by the medical model of suicide that has been the pre-
dominant model of the 1last century. This model has
tended to move the discussion of suicide from a religious
or moral context to a medical one.

Instead of a post hoc judgment--whether it

is theological, moral, or 1legal--there is

an effort to diagnose and prevent: rather

than trying to discourage suicide by means

of threat (of worldly or divine punishment),

there is an attempt to eradicate the causes

of suicide. Treating has replaced preaching!

Like many other phenomena in our culture (mad-

ness is a good example) suicide_has undergone
a deep process of medicalization.
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The work of Sigmund Freud, for example, has been

particularly influential in this regard.8 According
to Freud, the agent who attempts suicide is bent not
so much on killing herself as she is on killing another
person who she has incorporated within herself. Suicide,
thus, is viewed as a manifestation of a subconscious
confliet. The agent is diagnosed as suffering from
a psychological disorder which requires treatment. The
possibility of a rational suicide, according £eo this
model, is denied. Because rationality is denied, the
question of whether or not the agent is acting morally
is not germane.

In opposition to the medical model, there has been
a growing movement to  recognize the possibility of
rational suicide. This movement  has derived much of
its force from the moral dilemmas that have emerged
as a result of advances in biomedical technology. There
is no doubt that advances in medicine have greatly
contributed to the preservation and prolongation of
life. Some technologies, however, are able to promote
the former only by making the 1latter unbearable. It
is argued against those who support the medical model
of suicide that suicide, in at least these cases, can
be rational. This claim is not meant to imply that those
people who find themselves in that position ought to

attempt suicide. Itdnis only meant toyeindicate that
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suicide can be a rational choice in some cases. And,

because of what is at stake in suicide, it is a choice
that can and ought to be discussed in moral terms.

Richard Brandt, a proponent of rational suicide,
argues: "A decision to commit suicide may in certain
circumstances be a rational one. But a person who wants
to act rationally must take into account the various
possible ‘'errors' and make appropriate rectification

of his inatiall evaluations.”9

In response to this
position, Hauerwas wonders 'how anyone could take account
of all relevant variables and future possibilities in

10 : b
! Hauerwas is indeed correct

considering suicide.
in arguing that one cannot take account of all factors
in considering suicide, Dbut it 18 impossibie to take
account of all factors when considering any act. We
often act with incomplete information and uncertain
expectations. For an act to be rational means that it
is performed after careful consideration of the
information available to the agent, and not after
consideration of " all relevant wvariables and iuture
possibilities'" since such information is rarely available.
A tacit claim in Hauerwas' argument is that things might
get better for the individual contemplating suicide.
Things may get better, but then again things may get

worse. There are many people who can look back on their

lives and honestly admit that, at a given point, they
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would have been better off dead.

The point which Brandt and others make is that
wWe cannot automatically assume that all suicides point
to mental illness and are, therefore, irrational. Joel
Feinberg's argument concerning rationality and voluntary
slavery can be applied to suicide with equal force:
it may be true that suicide is irrational. "but if this
is a truth it is not an a priori one but rather one
that must be tested anew in each case by the application
of independent, non-circular criteria of mental

illness."11

Hauerwas eventually concludes on the discussion
of the rationality of suicide that ''suicide can be,
and often is, a rational decision of an "autonomous’
agent, but I do not, therefore, think it is justified."12
Whether or not suicide can be morally justified will
be the focus of the remainder of this chapter.

What does it mean to say that an act is justified?
What it means for an act to be justified is best under-
stood when it is contrasted with an act that is excused.

The "effect of an ‘excuging circumcbance  is

to put the wrongful act ex causa, outside

the court of moral verdict at all. We still

disapprove of the act, and consider it un-

warranted; we do not think that the agent

was: entitled to do: it,sabut simply Tecognize

that some condition necessary _for personal
responsibility was lacking in him. 3

If an act is excused, the act is considered to be wrong




27
but the agent is not held responsible. '"Many who would
absolutely condemn suicide fail to distinguish the
objective wrongness of an action from the moral excus-
ability and even praiseworthiness of that same action.'i%

This point can be illustrated if we imagine a man who

takes his own life because he incorrectly assumes that

he has a terminal condition which requires treatment

that will emotionally and financially drain his family.

Is this act of suicide wrong? Yes. Did the man act
reprehensibly? No. In this instance, the agent was
not blameworthy. We may even go so far as to say that

his act was praiseworthy.

In" contrast}s“ife@ani act'tds Thiseified, i xheotactvihiib
judged to “be .right. or*torrects ini thatéparticulari set
of circumstances.

The effect of 3 Justifyinp circumstance is

to justum facere an (otherwise wrongful) act,

so that it becomes good or at least permiss-
ible: lawful.ld

To say that an act is justified is to make a much stronger
claim than to say that it is excused. For an act o
be justified, the reasons that can be given for the
performance of that act must outweigh those that can
be given against its performance. In moral discourse,
it iduto wsEylthatvan act: is morally right. This thesis

is concerned with whether or not suicide can be morally

justified.
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In attempting to formulate a defensible position

concerning the morality of suicide, the method of an-
alysis employed will be to examine one's moral rights
and duties as they are generated by major moral
principles. It should be noted, however, that the use
of a rights model as a method of analysis has been
attacked as inadequate by some philosophers, especially
those who would advocate a virtue model. James Bogen,
for example, argues that "an adequate treatment of the
morality of suicide must deal with questions which cannot
be illuminated by a consideration of rights, obligations,

and duties.”16

According to the virtue model, the primary
question to be answered by moral reflection is not "What
should I do?", but, "What kind of person ought I to
be?" The virtue model focuses its primary attention
on the agent rather than the act. Proponents of the
virtue model claim that to say an agent 'has a right
to take his own life is to say nothing about whether
he should (whether it would be good or bad for him to

nl7

dod'gdd -0, Hauerwas adds that an analysis of duty,

obligation, and rights grounded in principles does not

capture the essence of what it means to live the moral

life.

Our moral 1lives are not simply made up of
the addition of our separate responses to
particular situations. Rather we exhibit
an orientation that gives our 1life a theme
through which the variety of what we do and
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do not do can be scored. To be agents at
all Treguirea 5 directionality that involves
the development of character and virtue_ s 0urc
character 1s the result “of ‘eour sustained

attentign to the world that gives a coherence
to our intentionality.

John Ladd rejects the notion of the primacy of

moral rights and duties and argues instead for an ethics

$9

based on responsibility and - relationships. Ladd's

criticism of decisions based on rights is that

they do not involve taking into account (risks
and benefits, other relationships, concerns,
needs, and abilities of persons affected by
and affecting the decision), and they do not
involve the same kind of weighing, deliberation,
Jjudgment, “etc.,;" that 1s ©called: for 'inicasges
of responsibility. Indeed, one of the special
and distinctive logical properties of a right
is that normally, in determining whether to
comply with it, one is not permitted to consider
any factors other than those directly relating
to the status of the right itself and one's
ability to do what it requires.

It is not clear, however, what distinguishes con-
siderations of the factors directly relating to the
status of the right 'from considerations, of risk and
benefits, other relationships, concerns, needs, and
abilities of persons affected by and affecting the
decision." It is precisely these considerations which
determine the status of a moral right. Moral deliberation
using the concepts of duties, obligations, rights and

principles is as dynamic as moral deliberation using
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the concepts of responsibility, relationships, and,

for | cHat FaHetn virtues. Both methods involve a careful
determination of the relevant factors, an analysis and

weighing of those factors and, finally, the formulation

of a defensible moral judgment.

Surelx we do appeal to the rights which people
haye in the justification of action and from
this it would seem to follow that any account
of moral reasons will be at least incomplete
unless due account is paid to .the rights of
persons. Indeed, discussions of right conduct
which neglect rights tend to err in other
respects as well, for in neglecting the sub-
stantial wuses of 'right,' such discussions
will ignore some of the more complex features
of the procedures of moral justification and
offer an anemic and distorted representation
of our common moral understanding.

A.I. Melden attributes much of the criticism of
an ethics of rights to a confusion between "'having
a right' and 'being justified by the particular circum-

3 i z . bs ! 22
stances in a given case in exercising it.'"

To say
that an agent has a right to do X does not necessarily
mean that when she exercises her right to do X, she
aCts " CEIgHEIvE There is a difference between saying
"an agent has a right to do X" and saying "an agent
acts rightly in doing X." The former statement is only
one consideration in the decision process.
Beauchamp and Childress note,

Rights and duties do not always fully determine
what we should do and how we should do it.
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I? Particuyar they do not determine all forms
of good, ideal, and virtuous ways of life,
many of which are shaped by religious commit-

ments and communities. Such ways, however,
zggzé?.ggn: violate rights and duties (emphasis

This last sentence is critical to the moral analysis
of suicide and other issues. It is necessary to use
moral rights and moral duties to establish a common
moral ground which can be used to discuss and reslove
dilemmas and from which policies can emerge. This need
is an especially salient one in a pluralistic society
such as our own. There may be more, and there ought
to be more involved in feaching a particular moral
decision, but moral duties, obligations, and rights
help form a moral minimum to which any decision ought
to be attentive.

A rights model is preferred because it 1is better
suited to adjudicate competing moral claims especially
in a society where there is little agreement as to what
constitutes the virtuous life. There are those, 1like
Alisdair MacIntyre, who, in opposition to the rights
model, argue that it is impossible to adjudicate claims

about rights because of the absence of shared beliefs

and values.24 This position, however, seems to be too
extreme. MacIntyre's criticism seems to apply to some
rights more than others. On the whole, there is more
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agreements abouty il eSyesin the & form 4of procedural con-
straints, procedural requirements, and negative rights
than MacIntyre appears to acknowledge. It is this very
agreement, for example, that forms the basis for the

model of justice developed by John Rawls in A Theory

of Justice.??

Virtues and responsibility play an important role
in the moral life. An examination of the rights model
and the virtue model reveals that the two models are
not antagonistic and that their differences are often
more a matter of emphasis and structure than anything
else. In many instances, the rights model and the virtue
model render identical decisions about a particular
case. A rights model focusing on the act and not on
the character of the agent is, however, ultimately pre-
ferred. 1In short,

While we do count on morally good persons

to perceive and to do what is morally right,

we also know from experience that persons

of good moral character sometimes fail to

discern what is right. Furthermore, such

persons are often the first to recognize that

they do not know what ought to be done. Hence,

a discussion of the morality of acts remains

important, indispensible, and primary in es-

tablishing what morally good people ought

to do.26

Suicide appears to be one of those instances in

which even morally good persons have difficulty in dis-

cerning what ought to be donme. It is a complex issue
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that does not lend itself to a ready solution, but it

also need not force us into a kind of moral catalepsy.

By analyzing the major moral principles27

that are
relevant to a discussion of suicide, it 1is possible
to construct a coherent and defensible position.

We will begin this analysis by first examining

the principle of utility. The analysis will then move

on to those principles which are more deontological

in character.

The Principle of Utility

Utilitarians generally contend that the sole and
ultimate standard of the morality of an action is the
good or value it produces. An action is morally good
or right if it produces the greatest balance of good
over evil, wvalue over disvalue. In this discussion,
the principle of utility will not be regarded as the
sole moral principle, but only as one moral consideration
among several others.

In calculating the net value produced by suicide,
it is necessary to consider the consequences of the
act for the agent, those closely connected to the agent,
and society. In most cases, suicide for an individual
would appear to create more disvalue than value. Death
is a tremendous harm that is not easily outweighed by

other considerations. However, while we generally
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consider death to be a great harm, we do recognize certain

kinds of life to be a great harm to an individual and

his dignity.

Case 2-3: _Mr. Craig, an eighty year-old man,
is suffering from glaucoma and cancer and

is bedgidden in a nursing home. He recently
lost his wife and has no 1living relatives
or close friends. He complains about being
in great pain, although he is given pain
killers. He requests that he be allowed to

end his life with dignity.

According. to i the  principle. of - utility: saulcide
in this case may create a greater balance of value over
disvalue. The agent is in pain and suffers from a con-
dition that will eventually result in more pain and
debilitation. Suicide, in this case, would appear to
help the agent avoid this further pain and allow him
to die with what he believes to be dignity.

Although the principle of wutility may indicate
that suicide is morally right in the above case, it
is rarely found to support such an action when the agent's
death will cause harm to others.

1t '8 -bad asthatat ikisisigomsuntidy, there 1is :no

denying that, [fat . bespatters one's friends

morally as well as physically, taking them
so much more into one's secret than they want

to be taken.

Alice James, The Diary of Alice James

Hauerwas writes, ''suicide can be one of the most perverse
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forms of moral manipulation, as it abandons those left
behind to their shame, guilt, and grief. Suicide 1is
something 1like a metaphysical 'I-gotcha!'“28 That one
may cause harm to one's family, relatives, friends,
and other dependents may be the weightiest and most
compelling moral argument against the moral permissi-
bility of suicide.

When suicide is designed merely to cause grief
or harm to those left behind, it is almost always the
case that it 1is morally unjustified. But what about
the suicide that would appear to benefit others? 1In
Case 2-1, the suicide of Mr. Allen may result in a period
of unhappiness and grief for his family and friends,
but according to the principle of utility, this harm
must be weighed against the possible benefit to be gained.
We may not wish to place too much emphasis on the
financial benefit, but it cannot be denied that suicide
would probably, in the long run, provide the agent and
the family with emotional relief. The family would
not have to watch a loved one go through a slow and
painful death against his wishes.

The principle 6€ ubitity wWould alsod tequite WOb
to examine the effect suicide would have on society.
At one time, the claim that suicide would have a harmful
effect on society was one of the strongest reasons that

could be given against allowing suicide. Aristotle
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argued:

(H)e who through anger voluntarily stabs himself
does this contrary to the right rule of life,
and this the law does not allow; therefore
he is acting unjustly. But towards whom?
Surely towards the state, not toward himself.
For he suffers voluntarily, but no one is
voluntarily treated wunjustly. Thig ' i85 ' the
reason why the state punishes...29

St. Thomas Aquinas argued from a similar position:

(E)very part belongs to the whole in virtue

of whaF it is. But every man is part of the
community, so that he belongs to the community
ins virtue wof what theyvisgs Suicide therefore

involves damaging the community, as Aristotle
makes clear.

Both writers begin with a certain metaphysical
conception of the state or community and the role of
the individual. One was inextricably tied to the body
politic and to end one's life was to harm that body.
This same claim has been used by kings and governments
as grounds for making suicide a criminal act.

A retort to the position of Aristotle and St. Thomas
Aquinas was made by David Hume in his classic essay,
"On Suicide."

A man who retires from life does no harm to

society: he only ceases to do good; which,

it it an Injvry, 18 of ‘the  lowest kind &l

our obligations to do good to society seem
to imply something reciprocal.

Hume goes on to add,
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But suppose that it is no longer in my power
to promote the interest of society; suppose
tbat I' am a burden to it; suppose that my
life hinders some person from being much more
ugeful to society: in such cases, my resigna-
tion of life must not only be innocent, but

laudable.32

The claim that suicide is wrong because of the
harmful effects it will have on society is not without
its modern-day adherents. Hauerwas contends,

Jgst as we work to live in a manner that con-

t}nue§ our communities of trust, so we must

die in a way that provides for healthful and

morglly sound grief for those whom we leave

behind. The miracle of trust is both a reason

for living and a reason for dying in one way

rather than another.33
Hauerwas' position is that suicide undermines the trust
and care that must exist between a community and its
members. But what is the nature and scope of this duty
to care and be cared for? This duty, if that is what
it is, appears to be grounded in a religious view of
a community which may be subject to debate in a plural-
istic society. In fact, there are many who would deny
that suicide violates any duty towards society. Glanville
Williams, for example, denies ''that the individual owes

any duty to society to stay alive.”34

But the potential
effect of suicide on the community ought to be a con-
sideration when one contemplates suicide, although it

is a weak consideration when compared to a consideration




38
of the effects on oneself and others.

In short, the principle of utility would appear
to indicate that suicide is prima facie wrong, but that
in certain circumstances it may be justified. Suicide
is, in most cases, morally wrong because of the great
harm of death to the agent and the grief and guilt which
often afflict those left behind. But the principle
of utility does not lend itself to an absolute prohibition
of suicide because there may be cases in which suicide

would lead to a greater balance of benefit over harm.

The Principle of Respect for Persons

The principle of respect for persons is understood
to mean that individuals should be allowed to be self-
determining agents, making their own decisions and choices
free from interference when their own interests are
at stake. This principle is based on the presumption
that individuals are the best judges of what is in their
own best interest. In a pluralistic society, where
there are a number of competing views as to how 1life
ought to be 1lived, governments have found it important
to protect and foster private responsibility and personal
choice.

Respect for persons requires that we recognize
individuals as "entitled to determine their own destiny

with due regard to their considered evaluations of the
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world, even if it ig strongly believed that their
evaluation or their outlook 1is wrong and potentially

!l3
harmful to then. 3 As Childress notes, the principle

of respect for persons involves

respecting whatever choices a person makes,
at least within the 1limits set by moral
principles and rules. Perhaps it 1is better
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