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


The rate of suicide in the U.S is climbing, and suicide is an enormous issue in our current society. 
“In 1999, there were 10.5 suicides per 100,000 people, while in 2017 there were 14 per 100,000.”  (Whyte, 2019) 
In this essay I will explore whether an individual has the right to commit suicide and for it also to be considered ethical. And in what cases does suicide gain admiration and praise and at other times upset and shame?


The autonomy of suicide could be defined as a planned, deliberate decision made in a rational state to end one’s life. It is difficult to judge that suicide is morally wrong or right because so much seems to depend on the circumstances of each individual case of suicide, such as:
A) terminal or severe illness  
B) Severe negative emotional or psychotic issues. 
C) forced to commit suicide as a punishment.  
D) To save the lives of others.

These circumstances allow us to further attempt to discuss the moral values of suicide from the philosophical and ethical view, the theological view, and the moral view.

The widely held view of the general public's attitude is to condemn suicide, especially people with religious backgrounds. Suicide is more condemned than approved, viewed as an escape from the self and from social responsibility, being socially irresponsible and a counter-natural negative behavior. In view of all the living organisms which exist, almost all want to survive and prudently continue their lives, with human beings especially planning the continuation of their family lineage.


Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), argued that: ‘suicide is contrary to the natural law, it injures the community by depriving it of one of its members, and life is God’s gift to us, and only God can pronounce life or death.’(Campbell and Collinson, 1988 p. 23 )


The theological view of God is that life belongs to God and was given by God, and this supports the classical argument against suicide, believing that God created humans. Therefore, to kill oneself is to go against God. As Christianity is well spread internationally, it is deemed in many countries as immoral behavior to commit suicide. This belief may stem from the 10 Commandments’ Do Not Kill, however, the commandment does not state that one must not kill oneself. There are stories in the Bible where people have committed suicide for specific reasons and their acts have been seen as honorable and praiseworthy.
More and more people tend to believe that, in some cases, the act of choosing death can be justified in moral terms, either by themselves or by means of others giving up their lives.

A brief overview of the ethical support for suicide 


Libertarians support suicide, holding the idea that there is a right to end one’s own life. 
‘We own our bodies and hence are morally permitted to dispose of them as we wish’ (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy Archive, Ch.3.4)  
Perhaps most importantly, is the argument for autonomy. 
‘Life is mine, and as my own sovereign, I have the right to decide how I live’, and of course I have the right to decide whether or how to die.

However, this could be a difficult judgment. assessing the moral state in between active euthanasia (commit suicide by external force) and suicide in moral or immoral, there may never be a correct answer for it.   

This moral theological view, on the one hand, inherits the general traditional view of suicide. On the other hand, this argument is limited to only those who believe in God. The existence of God is a necessary condition for this moral practice. In other words, this theological argument of God's creator attributes, as well as a person’s faith in God, are necessary prerequisites to support the moral needs and moral practice.
The argument would not support those who do not believe in God’s existence. 

David Hume has a different view, suggesting suicide does not violate the laws of nature, questioning if we really know if at any stage of life God's purpose and intention is to protect life. Hume believes that in some cases of suicide, it could be a form of relief by escaping more pain or avoiding a lower quality of life relying on medical technology and is therefore more beneficial for the person to die than to live and suffer.

In ‘Of Suicide’ Hume disagrees with the Christian church being against suicide. The Church stated that to commit suicide is a sin because: 

(i) God grants life and it is for God to decide when each of us dies; 
(ii) God has given us the instinct for self-preservation, and it is against this natural state to take one's own life; and 
(iii) to commit suicide harms the community by depriving it of one of its members. (It is also fair to say at this point that the Church's attitude to "suicide" has caused some difficulty in the philosophical/ethical analysis of it: suicide has a negative meaning, understood by many as self-killing, which is necessarily wrong, embarrassing or shameful. (Hume)

Hume's arguments may be summarized as follows:

A: 
All things are subject to the laws of nature and to natural forces (which may or may not be God's creation); Therefore, the life of a human being is subject to the laws of nature and to natural forces. i.e. human beings have no special status under natural law;

B: 
Man has to do things that have physical effects on matter. If this relationship has no encroachment on natural law for man to alter matter, then it is also not an encroachment on natural law for someone to commit suicide.

C: 
Hume suggests that to step out of the way of a falling rock in order to sustain one’s life would be usurping God as would undergoing a life-saving medical operation, yet these actions are not classed as playing God in our society. Hume sees it as an absurdity that suicide is claimed as a wrongful act because all of these acts can be seen as usurping God’s role too.

D: 
If suicide is classed as a sin and one’s life is not one’s own, it must also be a sin if we put our lives at risk, for example, rescuing someone in danger.

E:
Any action which occurs has God’s consent, and so if someone kills himself, it must be God’s will and have God’s consent.

The arguments in A to E are aimed at the Church's views at (i) and (ii) above and largely demolish those claims.

Hume focuses more on the effect of suicide on the community and argues as follows:

F:
A person has no obligation to do some small amount of good for the community (by staying alive) if this is at great cost to himself.

G: 
If a person cannot help society and requires care from others who could otherwise do good in the community, then it is acceptable to Hume that the person commits suicide.

H: 
A spy who is about to be tortured to provide information may commit suicide to avoid revealing vital information. Also, a person sentenced to suffer cruel execution for a crime may commit suicide first, giving the executioner one job less.
Hume uses the arguments in F to H above to show suicide does not harm and may often assist the community. 

Hume's conclusion further explains that suicide is not morally wrong; Hume actually claims suicide is morally right, largely based on F to G. Hume suggests that even if a person's life does not seem that bad to others, if a person does commit suicide it must have been the case that he had an incurable depression. Hume seems to be dealing with cases where a person's motive for suicide is not clear to others i.e. not those in G and H.

Hume's overall conclusion is that a person has a duty to kill himself once his existence has become a burden to society because this frees society from him and frees him from suffering. However, Hume's comment that " even if a person's life does not seem that bad to others, if a person does commit suicide it must have been the case that he had an incurable depravity or gloominess of temperament" does hint at the difficulty for others in recognizing the actual reasons why a person has committed suicide. 

Only the person involved can judge how bad his life has become and whether it would be better to end it, but is their mind rational enough to make the right decision? Other people may offer help, but pain is always a subjective matter and therefore it seems right to conclude that it is not for the Church to say it is always wrong, or for Hume to say there is an obligation to commit suicide when someone has become a burden. Even school children today are committing suicide, despite what the Bible, society and what their family says.

At the same time, a person's autonomy (that is a consideration of his particular circumstances, relationships, and subjective feelings and how one should act) should be the overriding consideration when considering whether suicide is morally right. But first society has to address the problem of suicide being a taboo topic because according to Samartians.org, “people who are feeling suicidal don’t want to worry or burden anyone with how they feel and so they don’t discuss it”. When people can speak openly about how they are feeling, they become open to discovering other options than suicide.
The public seem to give themselves the right to label whether a suicide is moral or not, but many people are terrified at the thought of going through the same process, feeling the need to commit suicide. There are various myths which exist about suicidal people, therefore we, as a society, categorize these people into stereotypes, without truly understanding their life and the process which led to suicide.
It is possible that close friends and family members may later fully understand why a person ended his life, but it is the individual result of the situation which follows which will determine if it was an immoral act or not. Most family members will be extremely upset at the news of someone in their family taking their own life. However, can the heartbreak caused to loved ones be regarded as moral? It appears that selflessness to help a larger cause and being a martyr result in a suicide being accepted as a heroic, virtuous act, yet if someone commits suicide for a different reason, it becomes a taboo topic, where the person’s mental health is soon often questioned. These people may also have initially believed that by dying, it would also help others in some way, which may suggest that an act of suicide in the name of defending one’s country, religion or friend are viewed as moral acts.


In Chinese philosophy, there are specific reasons behind certain suicides which could be regarded as moral suicide. In Confucian belief, the question of life and death is embodied in maintaining daily ethical relationships and order. Since there is no heaven or hell, Confucianism looks more at one’s present moral responsibility than death. While all cultures have the individual, the family, society and even the state, Confucianism is different from the "subjectivity" of the mainstream of western thought. It holds the idea of intersubjectivity. Individuals are not seen as Western-style isolated individuals, but holds onto a group mentality, one piece of a larger social network. It would therefore not be beneficial to the group by taking one’s life. 

‘When neither a premature death nor long life causes a man any double-mindedness, but he waits in the cultivation of his personal character for whatever issue; this is the way in which he establishes his Heaven-ordained being. (Legge.2006) 

Nevertheless, the eventual "right time to end life" will inevitably come, which should be accepted calmly. These cases could be perceived as a ‘sacrifice’. In Confucian philosophy this type of suicide is defined as honorable, where dignity is preserved. Zeng zi said: Disgrace could be avoided, just avoid it. If it’s unavoidable, a Gentleman would to face death with equanimity. (not afraid to die.).
 
Many gentlemen in ancient China chose to commit suicide when an era finished which meant that their country would no longer exist. This resulted in them being praised for their actions of allegiance afterwards by committing suicide. 
When the Song dynasty came to an end (A.D.1279), a scholar named Wen Tianxiang（文天祥） refused the senior official position offered by the new emperor but chose to die instead at the age of 47. He is praised as a Patriotic poet. (Lee,1972)

Mencius said, ' Death sustained in the discharge of one's duties may correctly be ascribed to the appointment of Heaven. Death under handcuffs and fetters cannot correctly be so ascribed.' (Legge.2006)  

In Confucian philosophy, the South Pole explorer, Oates, would be regarded as a hero. Holland has a similar view: ‘…whether a man like Oates were held to be no suicide, or a suicide but an honourable one.’ (Holland, 1969, p 81)
[bookmark: _GoBack]Confucianism views such a suicide as a highly moral act, as the person sacrifices himself for the benefit of the community or others. Oates killed himself so to not drag down his companions’ chance of survival. (Holland, 1969, p.79). This might also be said of kamikaze pilots and suicide bombers.


Conclusion

Many people throughout history have committed suicide to help a greater cause, while many others have committed suicide because they did not want the life they had (Samaritans.org). As a society, we tend to respect or empathise with those who gave up their lives to help others, their religion or their country, but less so for those who suffered in silence with depression. The Bible and Chinese history offer stories of people who took their lives to make a stand.
To assess whether each suicide is morally right or wrong, it is necessary to evaluate the relative significance of autonomy and other considerations must be taken into account when making this judgement.
Confucian philosophy identifies the status of suicide as a moral action when one chooses to die as a sacrifice. Western philosophy views suicide as more inclined to the right (as free will to have the right to die) or wrong (life belongs to God), having two extreme ends. However, in each case, the motivation and intention behind each suicide is required to be known to consider if the individual is morally right or wrong.        
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