Active and Passive Euthanasia
In this essay, I will be researching if there is a morally significant difference between active and passive euthanasia. Active euthanasia happens when someone intentionally ends another person's life, for example using a lethal injection.[footnoteRef:1] Passive euthanasia is when treatment is withdrawn or refused, such as turning off life support or stopping treatment for a terminal illness.[footnoteRef:2] This raises the question, if it is morally right to allow a person to die by the choice of others.  [1:  BBC, ‘Forms of Euthanasia,’ BBC Ethics Guide (2014) BBC - Ethics - Euthanasia: Forms of euthanasia (accessed 17  February 2026). ]  [2:  Ibid. ] 

Active and passive euthanasia have become a central and complex debate amongst many thinkers. When discussing euthanasia, medical ethics raise questions about intention, responsibility, suffering, and the value of life.[footnoteRef:3] Many thinkers have different views on whether euthanasia can be morally justified, looking into whether the difference between killing and letting die has moral significance.  [3:  Ibid.] 

When considering passive euthanasia, it is essential to question whether it is morally right. If the person is suffering, is it right for them to continue to suffer or for their life to be ended? For example, a cancer patient may become weak and unable to consume food or liquid and may experience extensive pain; however, on legal grounds their life cannot be actively ended, even when there is no cure.[footnoteRef:4] Sometimes the emotional attachment can override the pain and prolonged suffering someone endures. They themselves, or their families, have the choice to continue treatment or withdraw from it, but sometimes waiting to die can be more traumatic for the person and make the situation more complex for the family or health professionals. [4:  NHS, ‘The Law,’ Euthanasia and Assisted Suicide Euthanasia and assisted suicide - NHS (accessed 17 February 2026).] 





Fuchs states that
 ‘A physician who stops life-sustaining treatment of a terminally ill patient regards his life not as less worthless and undesirable than a physician who kills him by an injection; if then both intend his death, and both actions lead to the same result, they should also be considered morally equivalent.’[footnoteRef:5] Rachels also argues that there is no moral difference between active and passive euthanasia.[footnoteRef:6] He believes that both can be seen as the same outcome if it ends suffering.[footnoteRef:7] This supports the argument that there is no significant moral difference between both forms of euthanasia, as both scholars believe that the intent to kill and the methods used still have the same outcome. [5:  Thomas Fuchs, ‘The Notion of ‘Killing’: Causality, Intention, and Motivation in Active and Passive Euthanasia,’ Medicine, Health Care and Philosophy, 1.3 (1998), p. 247.]  [6:  James A. Rachels, ‘Active and Passive Euthanasia,’ in The Social Medicine Reader, Volume I, Third Edition: Ethics and Cultures of Biomedicine, ed. By Jonathan Oberlander and Others (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2019), p. 277.]  [7:  Ibid., p. 278.] 

Rachels[footnoteRef:8] and Fuchs[footnoteRef:9] show that the intention and results are more important and matter more than the way someone dies, which I believe makes killing and letting die similar. However, from their views, it is clear to see that this view is strong as it looks at the patient’s suffering, which is often a significant element of a person’s end-of-life care. Overall, both Fuchs and Rachels argue that what morally matters is the intention to relieve suffering, not whether death is caused by actively or passively ending someone’s life. [8:  Ibid.]  [9:  Thomas Fuchs, ‘The Notion of ‘Killing’: Causality, Intention, and Motivation in Active and Passive Euthanasia,’ Medicine, Health Care and Philosophy, 1.3 (1998), p. 247.
] 





Singer is a preference utilitarian, meaning he believes that the morally right action to happen would be one where a patient has their rights and views considered by satisfying a person’s wishes, which enables suffering to be reduced.[footnoteRef:10] Singer argues if a person can give informed consent and chooses active euthanasia, then this would be seen as morally acceptable, as he approaches from a person-hood perspective.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Herlinde Pauer–Studer, ‘Peter Singer on Euthanasia,’ The Monist, 76.2 (1993), pp. 135–57. ]  [11:  Ibid., p. 138.] 

Moreover, Singer also mentions the topic of abortion and personhood. Singer argues that abortion depends on the personhood: a foetus is not yet a person with preferences or self-awareness, so ending its life is not morally the same as ending the life of a person.[footnoteRef:12] This relates back to the topic question, as it states that the foetus can sometimes be seen as being a real person. Singer’s view supports the idea that the moral difference between active and passive euthanasia depends on autonomy and personhood, not the method used.[footnoteRef:13]  [12:  Ibid., p. 143.]  [13:  Ibid., pp. 135–138.] 

Harris offers a mixed view on this topic.[footnoteRef:14] He argues that every person’s life should be treated as equally important, and that individuals should not judge someone as less valuable because they are older, disabled, or have a shorter life expectancy.[footnoteRef:15] Harris understands that difficult choices must be made regarding someone’s life in certain circumstances; however, he states that decisions must be fair and avoid discrimination.[footnoteRef:16] Taking his view into account shows that he agrees with Singer’s[footnoteRef:17] thoughts that an individual’s wishes and suffering are important to take into consideration. On the other hand, he also shares Kass’s concerns that the protection of vulnerable persons is also important.[footnoteRef:18]  [14:  John Harris, ‘Qalyfying the Value of Life,’ Journal of Medical Ethics, 13.3 (1987), p. 118. ]  [15:  Ibid., p. 119.]  [16:  Ibid., p. 121.]  [17:  Herlinde Pauer–Studer, ‘Peter Singer on Euthanasia,’ The Monist, 76.2 (1993), pp. 135–57.]  [18:  Leon R. Kass, ‘Is There a Right to Die?’ The Hastings Center Report, 23.1 (1993), p. 36.] 

Harris also states that ‘we talk of ‘lifesaving’ but of course this must always be understood as ‘death-postponing.’[footnoteRef:19] This can be seen as a positive and negative, with mixed views on this subject. If someone is suffering you would not want to postpone their death; however, it also gives individuals time to get certain proposals in order.[footnoteRef:20] Foot disagrees. She believes that active and passive euthanasia are not the same, because killing and letting someone die, both involve various kinds of moral responsibility.[footnoteRef:21] For her, a doctor who lets a patient die by withdrawing treatment is allowing death to happen through an omission; however, a doctor who actively ends a life becomes the direct cause of death.[footnoteRef:22]  [19:  John Harris, ‘Qalyfying the Value of Life,’ Journal of Medical Ethics, 13.3 (1987), p. 120.]  [20:  Ibid.]  [21:  Phillipa Foot, ‘Euthanasia,’ Philosophy & Public Affairs, 6.2 (1977), pp. 101–102.]  [22:  Ibid.] 

An idea from the acts and omissions doctrine with views given by Blackburn, states there is no moral difference between doing something that causes death and choosing not to act, even if the results are the same.[footnoteRef:23] For example, the text shows that actively ending a person’s life is far worse than allowing them to die by not intervening.[footnoteRef:24] These thoughts show why some individuals think passive euthanasia is better than active euthanasia, as the medical professional is not directly causing death.[footnoteRef:25] Foot argues that the difference matters morally, and she rejects the idea that two are equivalent.[footnoteRef:26] Foot states that a person should always be able to consent to the way they pass, as she believes it is not justified to kill without consent.[footnoteRef:27] [23:  Simon Blackburn, ‘Acts and Omissions,’ BBC Ethics: BBC - Ethics - Euthanasia: Active and passive euthanasia (accessed 2 March 2026).]  [24:  Ibid.]  [25:  Ibid.]  [26:  Phillipa Foot, ‘Euthanasia,’ Philosophy & Public Affairs, 6.2 (1977), pp. 102–103.]  [27:  Ibid., p. 108.] 

Kass challenges many scholars who support the right to die. He argues that the rights are meant to protect life and not give permission to end it.[footnoteRef:28] He understands that individuals can refuse treatment, however, he rejects the idea that medical professionals should help someone to actively end their life.[footnoteRef:29]This shows that the topic of euthanasia alone whether it to be active or passive is a very complex and has different meanings to every individual.  [28:  Leon R. Kass, ‘Is There a Right to Die?’ The Hastings Center Report, 23.1 (1993), p. 35.]  [29:  Ibid., p. 37.] 

Abrams offers a different view, arguing that if active euthanasia is the best outcome, then it may be the better option.[footnoteRef:30] Abrams thinks it leads to a more humane ending rather than allowing the person to have prolonged suffering.[footnoteRef:31] These thoughts from Abrams help to evidence that active euthanasia might be a better option; however, it certainly raises questions on whether passive euthanasia is moral acceptable option, when it lengthens suffering.  [30:  Natalie Abrams, ‘Active and Passive Euthanasia,’ Philosophy, 53.204 (1978), pp. 262–263.]  [31:  Ibid.] 

These different views on whether there is a morally significant difference between active and passive euthanasia, depends on what each scholar believes matters most in moral decision-making. Withdrawing treatment is legal in some places; however, doctors are not allowed to take active steps to end a person’s life.[footnoteRef:32] This legal structure shows that killing and letting die are not the same. Furthermore, when looking into moral rights with active and passive euthanasia, consent is a crucial factor to consider. A person can legally choose not to have or continue treatment for a terminal illness however choosing to end their live is something they cannot decide on by themselves legally.[footnoteRef:33] This shows that even when individuals have thoughts and views on active and passive euthanasia, the law states the outcome, even if it is seen to be inhumane.  [32:  BBC News, ‘Supreme Court Backs Agreed End-of-Life Decisions,’ BBC News, 30 July 2018, Supreme Court backs agreed end-of-life decisions - BBC News (accessed 22 March 2026).]  [33:  Michelle Roberts, ‘Assisted Dying Bill: What Is in Proposed Law?,’ BBC News, 12 November 2024, Assisted dying bill: What is in the proposed law? - BBC News (accessed 22 March 2026).] 

In most countries, medical professionals have the right to withdraw or withhold medical treatment with the families consent if the need for treatment is no longer benefiting the patient. This creates a barrier legally as a patient can request it; however, it cannot be granted. This shows that the law creates barriers and treats killing and letting die as morally different actions, supporting the views of both Foot[footnoteRef:34] and Kass;[footnoteRef:35] however, it is challenged by Rachels[footnoteRef:36], Singer[footnoteRef:37], and others. This means that the law does not always match what some thinkers and philosophers see as the kindest option, as it allows a slow death through passive euthanasia, when a painful death can be prevented through active euthanasia.  [34:  Philippa Foot, ‘Euthanasia,’ Philosophy & Public Affairs, 6.2 (1977), pp. 101–102.]  [35:  Leon R. Kass, ‘Is There a Right to Die?’ The Hastings Center Report, 23.1 (1993), p. 35.]  [36:  James A. Rachels, ‘Active and Passive Euthanasia,’ in The Social Medicine Reader, Volume I, Third Edition: Ethics and Cultures of Biomedicine, ed. By Jonathan Oberlander and Others (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2019), p. 277.]  [37:  Herlinde Pauer–Studer, ‘Peter Singer on Euthanasia,’ The Monist, 76.2 (1993), 135–57.] 

I feel that Kass has the strongest view above all especially as his thoughts mainly focus on a person’s dignity and look deeply into the risks of different forms of euthanasia even though his argument might be mocked for ignoring patient autonomy and the meaning of suffering, he still gives a clear warning about how easily the value of life could be weakened if killing became a normal part of everyday practice. [footnoteRef:38]  [38:  Herlinde Pauer–Studer, ‘Peter Singer on Euthanasia,’ The Monist, 76.2 (1993), 135–57.] 

On the other hand, there is a significant difference between active and passive euthanasia, and that is whether the patient can make the choice themselves. Individuals must have their rights always adhered to through the process of euthanasia.[footnoteRef:39] However, some individuals with terminal conditions often cannot express their wishes, leaving others to decide whether to carry on with treatment or to withdraw it. This raises a moral problem: is it right for someone else to make a crucial decision to end someone’s life? When the patient has no say, making the whole decision progress less clear. Both active and passive euthanasia and the decisions made still fall on to one or more persons.  [39:  BBC, ‘Pro-Euthanasia Arguments: Other Human Rights Imply a Right to Die,’BBC Ethics Guide, 2014 BBC - Ethics - Euthanasia: Pro-euthanasia arguments (accessed 1 April 2026).] 

To conclude, I have researched the question on whether there is a moral significance between active and passive euthanasia. Evidence from scholars show various results of mixed beliefs on this broad topic. With some scholars stating that there is no moral difference as the intention and outcome are the same, however some believe that the method used matters more by carrying a different meaning. In my opinion the strongest problem is autonomy when the patient lacks capacity or is too ill to make the decision for themselves, making the situation unfair and undignified. 
 I believe that there is a moral significance on active or passive euthanasia. Furthermore, the method used does matter and the person should be given a choice, as well as their rights and dignity respected. Overall, this research shows that the debate is not always as simple as it seems. Different situations, different patients, and values can all affect how people judge active and passive euthanasia. This makes it clear that the moral difference between both depends strictly on the situation. 
Furthermore, evidence also shows how complex it can be for medical professionals and families as sometimes there is no right or wrong solution, as others judge differently. From this research it is clear to see that opinions on this topic all depend solely on personal preferences as the question of whether there is a moral significance on active and passive euthanasia cannot be given an indefinite answer due to individuals holding mixed views on this topic. 
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