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Does a person have right to euthanasia?

Euthanasia comes from Greek word euthanos which means good death. A misunderstanding that confuses the debate of euthanasia is the notion that granting the right to be euthanized is to establish a right to die. However, we already have the right to let ourselves die by refusing required medical care and treatment or by committing suicide. Under the Suicide Act (1961), in United Kingdom there is no legal jurisdiction to stop a person from committing suicide, although helping someone to commit suicide is illegal. Euthanasia is when a person is put to death prematurely (from their natural death). Euthanasia is not to be confused with murder. Murder is the unlawful killing of a person by another. Euthanasia is the act of ending the life of a patient with an incurable illness to relieve pain & suffering. For example if a doctor deliberately gave a patient with an incurable illness a lethal injection to end the patient’s life then it is euthanasia. The motivation for euthanasia is to relieve the patient from pain & suffering. In my essay I will explain different categories of euthanasia and explore some aspects of Islam on whether a person should have the right to euthanasia. Then I will talk about why religious arguments often get ignored in our time of history. I will compare how the narrative of our time affirms Nietzsche’s philosophic idea ‘god is dead’ which supports a person to have the right to euthanasia.

Euthanasia can be divided into three categories; voluntary euthanasia, involuntary euthanasia and non-voluntary euthanasia. Voluntary euthanasia is carried out at the request of a person who wishes to end his/her own life. Voluntary euthanasia can be for a person who is not able to commit suicide, a person who does not want to commit suicide but rather wants to be euthanized by another person, a person who is no longer able to ask to die or commit suicide but have left prior consent or instructions if they wish to be euthanized. Involuntary euthanasia is when a person who is able to give consent gets killed by another person without consent in order to be saved from pain and suffering. The killed person has not requested to be euthanized nor opted against being euthanized. However, the killed person might have been against euthanasia. Non-voluntary euthanasia is when a person who is not in a position to give consent for or against euthanasia gets euthanized. For example, people in long term coma, children born with disabilities. In medical practice, euthanasia can either be active or passive. Active euthanasia is when something is done actively or directly to bring about death such as injecting the person with lethal injection. The person is killed as a direct result of this lethal injection. Passive Euthanasia is when a person is allowed to die by withdrawing food, withholding treatments such as turning off life support machine.

Islam (one of three Abrahamic monotheistic religion) disagrees that people should have the right to euthanasia. Life is deemed important and sacred as Allah says in Holy Quran “Do not take life, which Allah made sacred, other than in the course of justice”. (Quran 17:33). The Islamic viewpoint is that Allah made human life (Allah is the cause). Life should not be taken from a person unless it is a matter of justice (which will most likely be a case of crime or sin involving other people) whereas euthanasia is not a matter of justice. Euthanasia is often called ‘mercy killing’ or ‘death with dignity’ and those who argue in favour of euthanasia are motivated by somewhat compassionate inspiration. They want to end a person’s extreme pain & suffering especially for people in old age who have grown weak and have diseases. The diseases that either have no cure or the disease is at a critical stage and there is no possibility through available medical care to return back to normal good health. Their argument is that by choosing euthanasia a person will die a merciful death. One should not worry about dying a painful death nor should one have to go through any suffering which can be avoided by euthanasia. That is to say you can end suffering by choosing death for yourself. In voluntary euthanasia one gives consent to be killed. A person decides to end his/her own life by giving consent. This sounds similar to committing suicide (one decides to kill oneself). However euthanasia is considered to be distinct from suicide. In suicide one kills oneself and in euthanasia one is killed by another person. But considering the consequence of suicide and euthanasia i.e. death, Islam would hold suicide and euthanasia in similar category. The consequence of suicide and euthanasia is a particular death. A death that is deliberately caused by a human, either himself or by another. Islam raises question when human is involved in trying to decide either one’s own death or another human’s death. It’s narrated that Prophet Muhammad told his followers: "Amongst the nations before you there was a man who got a wound, and growing impatient (with its pain), he took a knife and cut his hand with it and the blood did not stop till he died. Allah said, 'My Slave hurried to bring death upon himself so I have forbidden him (to enter) Paradise.' “(Sahih Bukhari 4.56.669). This saying of Prophet Muhammad highlights two things: First, Islam forbids committing suicide and regards it as a sin. And the stature of the sin of suicide is such that the person who commits suicide will be forbidden from entering paradise (heaven). Second, the interference in the natural order. Islam’s fundamental reason for prohibiting euthanasia is that euthanasia interferes with the natural order. In Islam natural order is what’s determined by the willpower of Allah. Euthanasia is regarded as an attempt to bring death earlier than the time determined by Allah. Islam says that Allah decides how long a person will live and Allah also decides when a person will die as it’s written in Quran “When their time comes they cannot delay it for a single hour nor can they bring it forward by a single hour.” (Quran 16:61) and “And no person can ever die except by Allah's leave and at an appointed term.” (Quran 3:145). This determines that humans do not have the power to end their life earlier than the time of their death nor live beyond the time of their death. The time of death for every human is determined by Allah. Furthermore, Islam holds that every human’s pain & suffering, everyday actions, dealings and intentions; all of it is in the knowledge of Allah as Quran says “And with Him are the keys of the unseen; none knows them except Him. And He knows what is on the land and in the sea. Not a leaf falls but that He knows it.” (Quran 6:59). This highlights one motive behind Islam’s stance against euthanasia that is to highlight and maintain above all the supreme authority of Allah on all humans at all times, on our lives and all matters of our lives. Islam holds that nothing is secret from Allah. Allah is aware of every person’s pain & suffering and every person is in pain & suffering by the willpower of Allah. Therefore to have the right to euthanasia undermines the grandeur of Allah. As Allah has power over everything, Allah itself starts and ends everyone’s pain & suffering. Islam holds that Allah is the most merciful and if a person is in pain & suffering then it is for that person’s own benefit. This intrinsic benefit in pain & suffering is only known by Allah. To have the right to euthanasia would conclude that Allah is not merciful enough to end a person’s pain & suffering. So we humans have to take matter in our own hands and put end to our own and other humans’ pain & suffering. This notion has often lead to label euthanasia as human’s attempt to play god. Islam endorses that nobody has a right to end life besides Allah. Killing someone or self is immoral because it interferes with the authority of Allah and regarded as a sin which will forbid the person from entering paradise in life after death.

Islam says that when a person dies, death comes by the willpower of Allah and the time of death is also decided by Allah. Under this notion it can be argued that if a person gets euthanized then that person will also die at the time which is already determined by Allah. That person could not have shortened or lengthened the life by any means because only Allah has the absolute power to do that. If a person commits suicide then that person would also be dying at a time which was determined by Allah. Similarly time of death for a person who dies by a natural cause is also decided by Allah. So there is no difference in dying by euthanasia or dying by a natural cause because both deaths are by Allah’s willpower. This can be supported by an event narrated in the holy Quran in which Prophet Abraham is thrown into fire. Prophet Abraham would have burned in the fire and then die but Allah sent an angel to make the fire harmless for him (Quran 21:68-70). This tells us that Prophet Abraham did not burn and die because that was not the time of his death which Allah had decided. Similarly the person who gets euthanized would not die if Allah had not decided the time of that person’s death. At this point, it starts to appear like a self-defeating argument. Because now that a person’s time of death is already decided by Allah and that person is going to die anyways, euthanasia would then merely be the cause for what Allah has willed i.e. death. Regardless of how plausible a case Islam can make against euthanasia it fundamentally comes down to a person’s choice to accept it and whether a person believes in the religion of Islam. This applies not only to Islam but also to every other religion. If a person simply chooses to not believe in any religion or have a more secular & modern view of religion then religious jurisdiction hold no value for that person. People choose to rely on their intellect and reasoning to decide for themselves. People choosing to disregard religious arguments and beliefs does not make religious values wrong nor does it take away the truth value of it. The problem is that in religions we find certain elements which are developed on having faith in the unseen & the unknown. Religious knowledge has a degree of knowledge which can be regarded as mythological. The advancement of scientific knowledge which has factual basis is readily available to answer the curiosities of humans. This has taken away the dire need to keep faith in the unseen & unknown.

The shift of humans’ approach to life can be traced to Frederik Nietzsche’s philosophical idea that ‘god is dead’. He argues that Holy Scripture is replaced by modern science. God and religion are no longer a source for moral values. God and religion is replaced by science and science does not provide answers to moral questions. So if one does not believe in god and religion then one falls into moral nihilism (lack of belief in moral values). Now faced with moral nihilism we humans will have to create our own moral values to support our way of life which will transcend beyond the conventionally religious concepts of good and evil. Nietzsche’s suggestion is overwhelming for the anti-euthanasia advocates and liberating for pro-euthanasia activists. In 21st century’s narrative, where people want to have complete freedom over themselves, having the right to euthanasia is to keep one’s mental peace toward living life and towards the end of life. If we look at the pattern of life that we 21st century humans have adopted, having a ‘right’ to whatever a person desires to with oneself makes us feel freedom. Perhaps a false sense of having control over ourselves. When a person is born into the world there is a list of actions, duties and expectations waiting to be fulfilled. The person has to go through unified and systematic education system which can be labelled as mind programming. Personal choices are highly affected by one’s financial strength, religious beliefs, law and multiple other factors. A person makes choices from the limited possibilities which are laid in front of him. This aspect of limited possibilities and freedom of choice can be understood from Martin Heidegger’s concept of throwness and facticity. Heidegger stated that we humans are thrown in the world. Facticity is that before being born we are not asked where we want to live, who we want to be our parents, and what life do we want to have, what gender or skin colour a person wants. Nor we were told how this life would be. Fact of the matter is that we were not even asked whether we wish to be born or not. Now that humans are thrown in the world they find pain and suffering in everyday life as well. The pain to do what’s necessary to prosper and live even if it is requires actions beyond one’s wishes. People put themselves in great risks by travelling across the ocean to flee war-conflict regions. When people are in good health, most do their best to prosper. But once age weakens the person, falling prey to disease with no possible cure and with no definite end in sight for pain & suffering, a person wants to end life without having to go through the painful and slow process of death. 

Having the right to euthanasia is an attempt for humans to feel if not powerful then at least to know that they can choose for themselves what they cannot avoid i.e. death. So that they can escape the slow process of death which may involve pain and suffering. Every person’s birth and death is an individual experience. To have the right to euthanasia then is a necessity for those who can no longer endure more pain & suffering to end life in harmony and peace. It will put end to the suffering of those who are already at the helm of death. Personally when I think of pain I also think of hard lessons that come with it. Pain, whether emotional or physical, has made me realize my mortality and every time I am in a state of pain I choose to stay positive and learn for myself from my experience. Whether I would want to have euthanasia if I am in extreme pain & suffering? I think no because I think the experience of extreme pain & suffering from a disease would be a new realm of thoughts and realizations for me. However I do admit that to ‘say’ and to ‘feel’ are two different aspects. The case of having the right to euthanasia is emotionally charged and compassionately motivated. There are a number of anti-euthanasia arguments put forward to deny people their right to euthanasia. It is only easy to say that a person in old age must or should endure pain and suffering. In reality the person who has to go through the pain & suffering everyday knows how it feels. Understand Nietzsche’s idea ‘god is dead’ and the change in the paradigm for the source of moral values from religious scripture to modern science, humans are free to make euthanasia a moral individual right for themselves.
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