Is an individual’s autonomy the overriding consideration in assessing the moral status of suicide?

This essay on the moral status of suicide will focus on a person’s autonomy as the overriding consideration.  Analysis of differing views of philosophies who consider value of life in the debate will be discussed. The considerations of the rippling effect suicide initiates through the lives of others will be considered in the assessment, and what value we hold in the moral status of a person who has committed the act of suicide. The weight of religious beliefs will be viewed and who the real victim (or victims) is in the act of suicide, and whether the autonomy of others is the weightier consideration. In assessing the value of life, the life and works of philosophers who engaged in the topic of suicide will be explored, with Socrates death highlighted as a suicidal act.  This essay will explore heroic and cowardly suicidal action and why we have such extreme differing views in the motivation that moves an individual to commit such an infinite act as suicide. How we arrive at our individual morality through nurture, nature and our situation of birth as the penultimate influence of an individual’s moral agency will be discussed, along with the idea of autonomy in relation to that which sets our moral compass, both individually and collectively. As with many debates on morality and ethical status there is not always one overall winning argument, each suicide is argued on the individual circumstances, and the individual’s judgment of those circumstances will be influenced by their own principles on liberty and the value life holds for them. This essay will not consider mental or physical health issues in relation to the autonomy of the individual suicide, as in such cases there would be carers and medical professionals involved and this is a question for another debate.  It is easier to define clear lines in the moral status of suicide in the debate of euthanasia and an individual’s autonomy. The status of the suffering individual can be assessed by medical professionals and the quality and longevity of life prescribed, I think that when faced with a prognosis of limited painful existence the moral ground would certainly be held by the individual’s autonomy, and their moral status would not be denied as one of holding great weight. In any case where autonomy of the individual is in question the moral weight would be held in the decisions made for them by carers and professionals, and moral guidance would stem from their belief systems in place and the legal ramifications. As we know what would seem the preferred outcome from a moral standpoint is not always favoured by any legal system in place.
Socratic Suicide, Sinful Suicide and the Sanctity of Life
St Augustine (1225 to 1274), philosopher and theologian, views life as a god given gift and would deem suicide as an immoral act: as one’s life is not one’s own:
Life is God’s gift to man, and it is subject to his power, who kills and makes to live. Hence, whoever takes his own life sins against God, even as he who kills another slave, sins against the slave’s master[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Amy F. White, ‘Refusal of Treatment, Suicide Intervention and Autonomy’, Global Virtue Ethics review 5:2 (2004) p7] 

Socrates would agree, as Plato infers in his work Plaedo, and in the dialogue between Socrates and Cebes, Socrates asks the following: “If one of your possessions were to kill itself, without you indicating you wanted it to die, would you not become angry with it and punish it if you could?”[footnoteRef:2] In both quotes we see an inference that one’s life has value in that it belongs to another. Autonomy over one’s life or death would not be the overriding consideration of the Platonist or the follower of Christian beliefs,  and an assessment of the moral status of the person committing suicide would be judged as immoral to take the life that had been bestowed upon them by God or the gods. To prevent another from committing suicide would be the moral thing to do, for the person who holds the strict view of sanctity of life, extending and saving life is the overriding consideration and would advocate intrusion on the autonomy of another.[footnoteRef:3] Amy White in her paper Refusal of Treatment, Suicide Intervention and Autonomy brings forth the slippery slope argument and references John Finnis “…if the life of one who does not want to live is de-valued , we will, easily take another step down the slippery slope and start to devalue the lives of others.”[footnoteRef:4]White goes on to say in view of this the slippery slope argument would have us sliding down towards such devaluation of life as seen in Nazi concentration camps and other such atrocities involving genocide. White softens the slippery slope argument by referring to John Harris and goes on to say that suicide intervention leads to a ‘flagrant disregard for autonomy’ and if we are to give a morally permissible status to suicide intervention, we take away a person’s autonomy directly. [footnoteRef:5] This can be seen in the force feeding of Suffragettes, these women had chosen to die of starvation whilst imprisoned to bring attention to the undermining of women in the early 1900s; in this instance the autonomy of the women was blatantly disregarded. The Suffragettes valued the lives of future women above their own, can we see the suffragettes has having a higher moral status than the authorities which seemed to value their lives above their liberty? Is double effect in action here? as the women’s intention was not to end their lives but live a better life. In the consideration of autonomy in the assessment of moral status in suicide I have highlighted in this section of the essay the perspective of the value of life. If it is our own to give, then we should give it wisely. There is for me a contradiction in the way Socrates lived to how he died: he clearly valued life, however, given the choice he decided to take his own life rather than live a life without autonomy over how he lived, he had the choice to be excommunicated or executed, he chose his own death and drank hemlock at a time he chose, earlier than was dictated by his captors. Ancient philosophers did accept that there were instances where life would be unbearable and not worth living and in these instances suicide would be rational,[footnoteRef:6] and therefore autonomy would be the prevailing consideration in the assessment of the moral status of the suicide when a desperate change in life situation is denied. [2:  James Warren, ‘Socratic Suicide’, The Journal of Hellenic Studies, 121 (2001) p98]  [3:  Amy White pp11-13]  [4:  ibid]  [5:  ibid]  [6:  James Warren p91] 

“I believe that no man threw away life while it was worth keeping.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  David Hume, On Suicide, (London: Penguin Books, 2005) ] 

“If suicide be criminal, it must be a transgression of our duty to either God, our neighbour, or ourselves.”[footnoteRef:8] David Hume, the eighteenth-century philosopher wrote his paper highlighting the arguments against suicide viewed as free of guilt or blame by ancient philosophers. Hume goes onto argue that suicide is not a dereliction of our duty to God. The interactions of the material and animal worlds which God created have an effect of progression or regression on each other.  [8:  Ibid pp1] 

Man is stopped by rivers in his passage over the surface of the earth; and rivers, when properly directed, lend their force to the motions of machines, which serve to the use of man.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Ibid pp2] 

Hume goes on to say that the hand of God is in all things, our actions are derived from our God given gifts; that all things to do with animate and inanimate action are the work of God and his shaping of the universe. Hume posits the question why a man would take his own life, “that a man, who tired of life, and hunted by pain and misery, bravely overcomes all the natural terrors of death, and makes his escape from the cruel scene;”[footnoteRef:10] has such a man disturbed the order of the universal law? asks Hume. That a man has encroached on universal law by committing suicide seems absurd to Hume, each creature, man included, “are intrusted to their own prudence and skill for their conduct in the world;”[footnoteRef:11]Hume does not use the word autonomy but an analysis of his words concludes that man has authority over his actions and that no blame or moral failing should be inflicted on a man’s attempt, or success, in taking his own life,  Hume posits these questions in his conclusion: is not everyone free to dispose of their own life?, and may he not use his power endowed to him by nature in the action of his choice? Should human life be disposed of in such a way be considered playing at god? if this were so then in order to preserve life by avoiding a fatal accident (say by jumping out of the way of an oncoming vehicle or falling debris), we could also accuse ourselves of playing god. Hume refers to man as having no more importance than an oyster has in the eyes of the universe, so what significance is it that a man should be morally accountable for taking his life as it has such little value. In comparing the importance of the life of a man to the life of an oyster, Hume devalues human life, and for me highlights the arrogance of man, that he has a more important existence on this earth than the other creatures we share this planet with. However, Hume gives credence to autonomy as a consideration in one’s moral status of suicide in his view that a man bravely overcomes his fear of death by taking his own life.  [10:  Ibid p4]  [11:  ibid] 

Heroes and Cowards
The last words of Captain Oates “’I am just going outside and may be some time’. He went out into the blizzard and we have not seen him since…We knew poor Oates was walking to his death.”[footnoteRef:12] Oates was a member of Scott’s last expedition to the South Pole. Oates could feel his life slipping away from him as the party endured horrific conditions, he knew he had become an encumbrance to the others, and that he would be slowing them down. He had asked to be shot but none of his fellow explorers would allow such an act, however they did allow him to walk out into the snow with no protective clothing to die of exposure. Campbell and Collinson, in their book Ending Lives explore the conflicting views of Oates death. One view from Professor Roy Holland, that Oates did not commit suicide and that the blizzard killed him. Sociologist Emile Durkheim argues that the act of self-sacrifice is suicide, and refers to ‘martyrs dying for their faith’ and ‘the mother sacrificing herself for her children’.[footnoteRef:13]Holland supports his argument by stating that if Oates had shot himself he would consider it as suicide, but allowing the blizzard to kill him was a consequence of him stepping outside.[footnoteRef:14] I agree with the authors that Oates went out into the blizzard with the intention of killing himself, just the same as if he had fired a gun on himself: an heroic act indeed. One can view Oats act as giving of a life to safe others, as in the suffragettes, who were willing to give their lives to improve, and save the lives of future women; thankfully their sacrifice was not in vain, although we have some way to go, the lives of women have much improved; alternatively, in the case of Oates the outcome was not so good: all the explorers died anyway. In a consequentialist view Oates’ sacrifice made no difference and his act could be viewed as cowardly: he was weak and could not bear to go on, indeed, to watch those around you slowly dying and be left alone would be an horrendous thing to endure. This said I would concede that Oates individual autonomy would have to be the overriding factor in allocating a moral status to his suicide, as from Hume’s perspective, his life had no value or prospects and wasn’t worth keeping, the circumstances were dire, all was lost. [12:  Robert Campbell and Diane Collins, Ending Lives (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995) p5]  [13:  ibid]  [14:  Ibidpp5-7] 

Nurture, Nature and the Rippling Effect
Goodness is connected with the acceptance of real death and real chance and real transience and only against the backdrop of this acceptance, which is psychologically so difficult, can we understand the full extent of what virtue is like.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Ibid p115] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]These are the words if Iris Murdoch when discussing the mysteries in natural metaphysics which give rise to human nature and the source of all things. The fostering of human life is a natural instinct which is nurtured by our development through life in the influences of others, from our immediate relations to a world view, and this in turn must affect our attitude to the morality of suicide and whether autonomy of the individual should be the overriding consideration. From an early age we experience death, and differing cultures deal with this in differing ways, however in most cultures it is seen to have a negative impact on the lives of those left behind, and with that in mind why would a person inflict such negativity on the lives of their loved ones. 1n 1961 suicide was no longer classed as illegal, in 1968 I experienced the tragic impact of suicide in my own short life, my father committed suicide. I was six and a half years old; he was just twenty-nine years old. At that point his autonomy was in question, he had no moral right to take his own life: he had two small children, a wife, a family and friends who were deeply affected by his death. Had he died in an accident the tragedy of his death would have had equal weight, but hi suicide the horror and guilt felt by those closest to him dominated how they moved forward in life with the knowledge of the desperation he must have felt to have commit such an act. Was he a coward because he was afraid he could not live with what he had witnessed and the consequences of the small part he had played in something which had deep ramifications? Or was it that his sense of morality was such a deep part of his psyche that he could not live with the guilt and shame and wanted to protect those he loved from having to live with his shame. In any case no-one’s life would be the same again. Can I see the ‘goodness’ that Murdock speaks of in my father’s acceptance of his ‘real death’? can I see virtue in his choice to end his life at his own hand? Who is the victim or is suicide a victimless crime? If we are to give an individual’s autonomy as the overriding consideration in assessing the moral status of suicide, we must recognise the virtue in the goodness of accepting death as part of life. Denying a person’s autonomy is a gross infringement of their rights to decide how they want to live and die. When our moral judgement is influenced by moral traditions on what is natural to human behaviour one can gain a view of the individual circumstances, from this stance we gain a moral perspective. In conclusion, the moral status of suicide is formed by having a moral perspective in which we view individual circumstances, and an individual’s autonomy must be the overriding consideration in assessing the moral status of suicide. I do not see suicide as an immoral act, but it does have moral implications to be considered, the morality is not the overriding issue, we cannot give moral status to a corpse. It is those left behind who will infinitely hold the moral status of the suicide victim and if we do not consider the individual’s autonomy as an overriding consideration, we take away the one thing that was their own to give. Some are forced to commit suicide by the actions of others, however if they chose not to live in a world where such actions are committed, it must be their choice. The only expert on you is you. For Camus “There is but one truly serious philosophical problem and that is suicide”[footnoteRef:16] Whether we choose to live or die says something about how we view life, whether it is worth living or not has to be of our own choosing. [16:  Ibid p61] 
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