Is there a morally significant difference between active and passive euthanasia? 
James Rachels’ in his 1975 paper ‘Active and Passive Euthanasia’ argued both types of euthanasia have no intrinsic morally significant difference, thus if passive euthanasia is allowed then active should also be allowed, and that they do have an external moral difference in certain cases, which can make active euthanasia more moral than passive.[footnoteRef:21868] This essay will argue that Rachels view is correct, by examining the content of Rachels paper as well as supporting sources.  [21868:  Rachels James, 'Active and Passive Euthanasia', Page 1, (1975) <https://sites.ualberta.ca/~bleier/Rachels_Euthanasia.pdf>
] 


[bookmark: _Int_fGLWyJKo]Firstly, Active euthanasia is “when the medical professionals or another person deliberately do something that causes the patient to die.”[footnoteRef:7] Passive euthanasia is “when the patient dies because medical professionals either don’t do something necessary to keep the patient alive, or when they stop doing something that is keeping the patient alive.” Moreover, the ‘Conventional Doctrine’[footnoteRef:12048] of euthanasia will be explored. This view is the idea that there is an important difference between active and passive euthanasia that allows for passive euthanasia to be permissible in some cases, whereas active euthanasia is always forbidden.[footnoteRef:8455] This view is supported by the House of Delegates of the American Medical Association, as can be seen in a statement: [7:  British Broadcasting Corporation, Active and Passive Euthanasia, 2025 vols (2014) <https://www.bbc.co.uk/ethics/euthanasia/overview/activepassive_1.shtml> [accessed 28th October 2025]]  [12048:  Rachels James, 'Active and Passive Euthanasia', Page 1, (1975) <https://sites.ualberta.ca/~bleier/Rachels_Euthanasia.pdf>
]  [8455:  Rachels James, 'Active and Passive Euthanasia', Page 1, (1975) <https://sites.ualberta.ca/~bleier/Rachels_Euthanasia.pdf>] 

The intentional termination of the life of one human being by another –mercy killing – is contrary to that for which the medical profession stands and is contrary to the policy of the American Medical Association.[footnoteRef:1400]  [1400:  Rachels James, 'Active and Passive Euthanasia', Page 1, (1975) <https://sites.ualberta.ca/~bleier/Rachels_Euthanasia.pdf>

] 

This suggests that some medical professionals opposed to active euthanasia as it is intentionally taking deliberate actions to end a patient’s life and thus do not see it as morally permissible.
The cessation of the employment of extraordinary means to prolong the life of the body when there is irrefutable evidence that biological death is imminent is the decision of the patient and/or his immediate family. The advice and judgement of should be freely available to the patient and/or his family.[footnoteRef:22471] [22471:  Rachels James, 'Active and Passive Euthanasia', Page 1, (1975) <https://sites.ualberta.ca/~bleier/Rachels_Euthanasia.pdf>
] 

Whereas many medical professionals at least see passive euthanasia as morally permissible if there is definite evidence that the patient will imminently die, and they or their family have been offered advice by the doctor and have decided that this is the best decision. Therefore, it could be said that there is a morally significant difference between active and passive euthanasia, as active euthanasia is intentionally ending the patient’s life, whereas passive is ending the patient’s suffering through means such as stopping treatment.

However, there are some philosophers such as James Rachels who would question whether the conventional view made the right distinction between active and passive euthanasia, and contrary to the conventional view he argues that choosing passive euthanasia produces a worse outcome than active euthanasia would have.[footnoteRef:22615] Rachels uses a few objections to make his case against the conventional view. One is the patient who is dying of an incurable disease such as throat cancer and is in terrible pain, which can no longer be alleviated, and the patient is certain to die within a few days. Rachels points out that active euthanasia could needlessly prolong the patient’s suffering[footnoteRef:11748], and then he states that  [22615:  Campbell, Robert, Diane Collinson and Open University--A310 course team., Ending Lives, Chapter 6 Killing and Letting Die, 4 Active And Passive Euthanasia, Page 131 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell in association with the Open University, 1988)]  [11748:  Rachels James, 'Active and Passive Euthanasia', Pages 1-2, (1975) <https://sites.ualberta.ca/~bleier/Rachels_Euthanasia.pdf>

Campbell, Robert, Diane Collinson and Open University--A310 course team., Ending Lives, Chapter 6 Killing and Letting Die, 4 Active And Passive Euthanasia, Page 131-132 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell in association with the Open University, 1988)


] 

If one... withholds treatment, it may take the patient longer to die, and so he may suffer more than he would if... direct action were taken and a lethal injection given[footnoteRef:1352]  [1352:  Rachels James, 'Active and Passive Euthanasia', Page 2, (1975) <https://sites.ualberta.ca/~bleier/Rachels_Euthanasia.pdf>



] 

This implies that once the decision to not prolong the patient’s suffering is made that it is active euthanasia and should be preferable over passive euthanasia. However, Robert Campbell and Diané Collinson challenge Rachels’ objection to the ’Conventional Doctrine’ by pointing out that the assumption that if the death of a patient is already intended to stop their suffering, then it is less cruel to perform active euthanasia to stop the patient suffering right away is flawed.[footnoteRef:21486] The flaw of this assumption is the idea that those who advocate for passive euthanasia in certain cases are intending for the death of the patient, rather than intending for the patient‘s life to end naturally to stop the suffering.[footnoteRef:22336] Campbell and Collison explain this point using an example of someone who is trying to raise £1000 for charity. It could be thought that the best and most painless way to do this is for the person raising the money to steal from a wealthy but mean acquaintance, as they would not miss the money; the charity needs it now, and no one else needs to be coerced into parting with money they would prefer to keep or cannot afford to lose.[footnoteRef:15267] However, this person trying to raise money may not feel that stealing is a means to an end, as just because they intend to raise money for charity it does not mean that they intend to do it by any means necessary, especially if they have no intention of stealing.[footnoteRef:19324] Therefore, it could be said that active and passive euthanasia are morally significantly different as the intention for active euthanasia is to deliberately end the patient’s life and the intention for passive euthanasia is to let the patient’s life end naturally to stop any suffering. On the other hand, this counter-argument could be challenged as while Campbell and Collinson could be right that that those who perform active and passive euthanasia have different intentions, it does not change the fact that active euthanasia could bring about the fastest and most desirable consequences for ending the patient’s suffering, especially compared to passive euthanasia which would have a negative consequence of prolonging the patient’s suffering. [21486:  Campbell, Robert, Diane Collinson and Open University--A310 course team., Ending Lives, Chapter 6 Killing and Letting Die, 5 Some Problems With Rachels, Page 136 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell in association with the Open University, 1988)
]  [22336:  Campbell, Robert, Diane Collinson and Open University--A310 course team., Ending Lives, Chapter 6 Killing and Letting Die, 5 Some Problems With Rachels, Page 136 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell in association with the Open University, 1988)
]  [15267:  Campbell, Robert, Diane Collinson and Open University--A310 course team., Ending Lives, Chapter 6 Killing and Letting Die, 5 Some Problems With Rachels, Page 136 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell in association with the Open University, 1988)
]  [19324:  Campbell, Robert, Diane Collinson and Open University--A310 course team., Ending Lives, Chapter 6 Killing and Letting Die, 5 Some Problems With Rachels, Page 136 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell in association with the Open University, 1988)
] 


Moreover, another objection that Rachels has against the conventional view is that he argues the distinction between killing and letting die has intrinsically no moral weight.[footnoteRef:1501] Rachels uses the ’Smith and Jones‘ example to explain this point.[footnoteRef:6750] Smith and Jones both stand to gain a large inheritance if anything should happen to their cousin, so they both plan on drowning their cousin when he is taking a bath. Smith sneaks into the bathroom and drowns his cousin. Like Smith Jones also sneaks into the bathroom, but just as he enters the bathroom his cousin slips and hit his head falling unconscious under the water. Jones waits ready to push his cousin head back under the water if he needs to, but it is not necessary. Thus, Jones’ cousin drowns all by himself ’accidentally’, as Jones watches.[footnoteRef:14902] This example indicates that there is not an intrinsic moral difference between killing and letting die, as both Smith and Jones are seen as immoral for their actions, and if there was an intrinsic moral difference then Jones would be seen as less immoral than Smith.[footnoteRef:16024] [1501:  Rachels James, 'Active and Passive Euthanasia', Pages 3-4, (1975) <https://sites.ualberta.ca/~bleier/Rachels_Euthanasia.pdf>
]  [6750:  Rachels James, 'Active and Passive Euthanasia', Pages 3-4, (1975) <https://sites.ualberta.ca/~bleier/Rachels_Euthanasia.pdf>

]  [14902:  Rachels James, 'Active and Passive Euthanasia', Pages 3-4, (1975) <https://sites.ualberta.ca/~bleier/Rachels_Euthanasia.pdf>
]  [16024:  Rachels James, 'Active and Passive Euthanasia', Pages 3-4, (1975) <https://sites.ualberta.ca/~bleier/Rachels_Euthanasia.pdf>

] 

However, Campbell and Collinson argue that the example of Smith and Jones seemingly illustrates a scenario where there is no difference between killing and letting die, but fails to account for the moral difference that can be created by an individual’s intentions. Smith and Jones are both causally responsible for what happened to their cousin as one kills him and the other lets him die, but causal responsibility is not a sufficient reason for moral responsibility.[footnoteRef:22932] For example, if an individual gives someone food and they suddenly and unexpectedly die from an allergic reaction, this individual would be causally responsible, as if they had not fed the person the food then that person would not have died. However the individual is not morally responsible as they did not know this would happen, and there was no way to foresee the consequences of their actions in a way that is sufficient for moral responsibility.[footnoteRef:3632] Campbell and Collinson also use an example where an individual has an alcoholic friend to whom they own twenty pounds; they may foresee that giving the money to their friend may have bad consequences, but that does not make them necessarily morally responsible for those consequences if they give their friend the money. The individual may feel that they have an obligation to persuade their friend to not hold them to their debt, or to mention Alcoholics Anonymous, but these are separate issues. What is sufficient to establish moral responsibility are just the consequences that one intended to happen. Smith and Jones both intended to be causally responsible for their cousin’s death, and succeeded. This is why they are both morally responsible for their cousin’s death.[footnoteRef:26531] Campbell and Collinson do note that to some the difference between the way in which Smith and Jones are morally responsible is different not without significance. Smith initiates the causal chain of events which leads to his cousin’s death. Whereas Jones permits a causal chain of events to continue which he did not initiate. As a result of this though they would be thought to be morally equality guilty, Smith and Jones are guilty of different things.[footnoteRef:13049] Jones probably could not be convicted of murder, what he is guilty of is gross and self-serving callousness. This is not normally a criminal offence because it would be impossible to prove, except in exceptional circumstances. Therefore, it could be said that there may be an intrinsic moral significant difference between active and passive euthanasia dependent on if the individual intended on the causal chain of events. On the other hand, Campbell and Collinson issues with the Smith and Jones does not necessarily disprove that there is no moral significant difference between killing and letting die as Campbell and Collinson argue that there can be a moral difference dependent on the consequences that the individual did or did not intend for. Whereas Rachels is not necessarily considering whether the intentions create a morally significant difference between killing and letting die, but is considering if the consequences that are produced from killing and letting die do or do not create a morally significant.  [22932: Campbell, Robert, Diane Collinson and Open University--A310 course team., Ending Lives, Chapter 6 Killing and Letting Die, 5 Some Problems With Rachels, Page 138-139 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell in association with the Open University, 1988)

 ]  [3632:  Campbell, Robert, Diane Collinson and Open University--A310 course team., Ending Lives, Chapter 6 Killing and Letting Die, 5 Some Problems With Rachels, Page 138-139 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell in association with the Open University, 1988)


 ]  [26531:  Campbell, Robert, Diane Collinson and Open University--A310 course team., Ending Lives, Chapter 6 Killing and Letting Die, 5 Some Problems With Rachels, Page 138-139 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell in association with the Open University, 1988)


]  [13049:  Campbell, Robert, Diane Collinson and Open University--A310 course team., Ending Lives, Chapter 6 Killing and Letting Die, 5 Some Problems With Rachels, Page 138-139 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell in association with the Open University, 1988)


] 


[bookmark: _Int_zrMnVM3G]Moreover, another challenge that could be raised to Rachels' view on active and passive euthanasia is the argument in favour of a moral difference in causal responsibility for actions on the one hand, and lack of actions on the other. The idea of this argument is that the significant difference between active and passive euthanasia is that in active the doctor does something to deliberately cause the patient's death, thus killing them.[footnoteRef:19616] Whereas in passive euthanasia the doctor does not do anything to deliberately bring about the patient’s death.[footnoteRef:20735] The doctor who gives a patient with a terminal illness a lethal injection has caused the patient’s death. Whereas, in the case of a doctor who stops treatment, the terminal illness causes the patient’s death.[footnoteRef:331] Therefore, it could be argued that there is a morally significant difference between active and passive euthanasia is the doctor is the direct cause in active, but in passive the illness the direct cause of the patient’s death. However, Rachels challenges the argument in favour of a moral difference in causal responsibility by arguing that the claim in passive euthanasia the doctor does nothing is flawed.[footnoteRef:9994] This claim about passive euthanasia is flawed as the doctor does not do nothing but does do at least one thing, which is letting the patient die.[footnoteRef:20057] Rachels does acknowledge that,  [19616:  Rachels James, 'Active and Passive Euthanasia', Pages 5, (1975) <https://sites.ualberta.ca/~bleier/Rachels_Euthanasia.pdf>

]  [20735:  Rachels James, 'Active and Passive Euthanasia', Pages 5, (1975) <https://sites.ualberta.ca/~bleier/Rachels_Euthanasia.pdf>

]  [331:  Rachels James, 'Active and Passive Euthanasia', Pages 5, (1975) <https://sites.ualberta.ca/~bleier/Rachels_Euthanasia.pdf>

]  [9994:  Campbell, Robert, Diane Collinson and Open University--A310 course team., Ending Lives, Chapter 6 Killing and Letting Die, 5 Active And Passive Euthanasia, Page 132-133 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell in association with the Open University, 1988)
]  [20057:  Rachels James, 'Active and Passive Euthanasia', Pages 5, (1975) <https://sites.ualberta.ca/~bleier/Rachels_Euthanasia.pdf>

Campbell, Robert, Diane Collinson and Open University--A310 course team., Ending Lives, Chapter 6 Killing and Letting Die, 5 Active And Passive Euthanasia, Page 132-133 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell in association with the Open University, 1988)



] 

”Letting someone die” is certainly different, in some respects, from other types of action - mainly in that it is a kind of action that one may perform by way of not performing certain other actions.”[footnoteRef:26570] [26570:  Rachels James, 'Active and Passive Euthanasia', Pages 5, (1975) <https://sites.ualberta.ca/~bleier/Rachels_Euthanasia.pdf>
] 

An example that Rachels uses to illustrate this point is that the who lets their patient die could do this by not giving their patient their medicine, thus taken the action of letting the patient by choosing through inaction. Rachels also points out that for moral assessment that this inaction is a type of action. The decision to let a patient die is subject to moral assessment in the same way that the decision to kill the patient would be.[footnoteRef:13575] If a doctor purposefully lets a patient die who was suffering from a curable illness, then they would be to blame for what happened to the patient, just as the doctor would be if he had needlessly killed the patient. It would not be a defence for the doctor to argue that he did ’nothing’, as the doctor as the doctor would have done something by letting his patient die.[footnoteRef:4200] In addition, Rachels‘ challenge to the argument in favour of a moral difference in causal could be taken further as Rachels argues that in active and passive euthanasia the doctor is taken an action, but there is a minor difference in how the action is taken, but it could be argued that there is no difference between active and passive euthanasia at all.[footnoteRef:19777] The reason for thinking there is no difference between active and passive euthanasia is that snice stopping or not carrying out treatment is a purposeful act. For example, if a doctor decides to perform passive euthanasia by switching off a patient’s respirator, then while it is true that the patient dies from their terminal illness, it is also true that the cause of death is the doctor turning off the switch for the respirator.[footnoteRef:3021] Therefore, it could be said that there is not a morally significant difference between active and passive euthanasia. [13575:  Rachels James, 'Active and Passive Euthanasia', Pages 5, (1975) <https://sites.ualberta.ca/~bleier/Rachels_Euthanasia.pdf>
]  [4200:  Rachels James, 'Active and Passive Euthanasia', Pages 5, (1975) <https://sites.ualberta.ca/~bleier/Rachels_Euthanasia.pdf>

Campbell, Robert, Diane Collinson and Open University--A310 course team., Ending Lives, Chapter 6 Killing and Letting Die, 5 Active And Passive Euthanasia, Page 132-133 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell in association with the Open University, 1988)



]  [19777:  British Broadcasting Corporation, Active and Passive Euthanasia, 2025 vols (2014) <https://www.bbc.co.uk/ethics/euthanasia/overview/activepassive_1.shtml> [accessed 28th October 2025]
]  [3021:  British Broadcasting Corporation, Active and Passive Euthanasia, 2025 vols (2014) <https://www.bbc.co.uk/ethics/euthanasia/overview/activepassive_1.shtml> [accessed 28th October 2025]
] 


In conclusion, while there are valid challenges to some of the points Rachels made as well as some ways that Rachels could have developed his arguments further, ultimately Rachels is correct in arguing that there is no intrinsic moral significant difference between active and passive euthanasia, and that if passive euthanasia is allowed for then active euthanasia also be allowed. As well as there being an external moral significant difference between active and passive based on the consequences brought about by each which means that in certain cases active euthanasia could be more moral than passive.
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