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[bookmark: _GoBack]Is an individual’s autonomy the overriding consideration in assessing the moral status of suicide?


The way in which suicide is defined morally has long been debated by philosophers for centuries as well as anthropologists, psychologists and psychiatrists alike, all lending unique, integral insight into the topic. It is never an uncontroversial subject and is often met with discomfort and unease. The question of whether any person can commit rational suicide has been investigated in recent years, compared to a few decades or so ago when suicide was criminalised, and still is in some parts of the world. 
The concept of autonomy and a person’s right to autonomy can differ and it is such that makes it a difficult argument in defining the moral acceptability of the act, and to who. Suicide is both a subjective experience in that it is personal, but also objective because there is collateral within the society after the incident.
With the influence of religion and that life has sanctity, even those of secular atheistic belief, may argue the act of suicide is wrong. A history and much philosophy of the value of a human life, has been deeply entrenched in a religious context, shaping the moral status and value to match its policy. The same can be argued of a utilitarian view. The value of life is seen as belonging to other. Yet we think it is fair to argue that we intervene with a person attempting to commit suicide, for their own sake. Such an argument makes sense from a sentimental view. What features or parameters are we expecting to be fulfilled when assessing suicide against a moral status? Arguments from libertarians, relativists, religious, and secular will be investigated. 



Suicide has been discussed different ways leading to other terms related to it: as the act of self-killing, as the act of killing oneself with assistance (euthanasia). Prima facie it is considered as a side-effect or product due to mental illness. However, there has been studies indicating nearly a third of people who have committed suicide (within Scotland), did not have any signs of mental disorder or illness (appearing to be clinically well).[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Battin p5 found in Calista V.Leonard, Understanding and preventing suicide, (Springfield, IL: Charles C. Thomas, 1967), p. 273.] 

It must be emphasised what it is that is not being meant when defining suicide. It is not be a death as a result of reckless behaviour, for example extreme risk taking like balancing on high building roofs. The lack of intention means it is not suicide. The suicide that is being discussed is not one lacking the belief and intention of only actual death. Suicide can be committed as the means to alleviate suffering, it is the suffering that the person wishes to end and suicide is used to do so. In this case, the person does not really want to die, they want their suffering to end. 
Suicide is defined as the act of self-killing and this makes it distinct from murder. The act of self-killing must be intended and distinct from being an accident, but suicide can be by proxy, for example, the proxy could be by cop, so provoking an officer to shoot you. The intention regarding suicide is the main factor when considering what warrants a case to be established as so. But figuring out if a person’s real intention is of suicide, becomes the main concern.  
The view that suicide is an act which one commits, may hinder the attitudes toward it. Is it not fair to look at the argument of suicide as something which happens to someone. Consider it a side effect of certain mental illnesses. Consider it simply to be an affect rather than act? But there again, is there truly anything immoral with wiling self-death and wanting it as so and committing the act to oneself? Can it be morally permissible?
Why do the actions of suicide matter though? They matter because of a person’s autonomy. Is mans autonomy an important enough point, to overrule the moral status of suicide? Autonomy can be defined as meaning to self-govern or rules oneself. A person’s autonomy could be considered to be compromised if their rationality is affected, and so they are at risk of losing their agency. Autonomy is considered to be right in it very bare form. The right to die, if one should wish to do so. But how exactly are we looking at how autonomy is defined? A person’s environment, upbringing and countless other factors, affects a person’s judgement, and so a determinist would argue there is no real free will and therefore no real autonomy. 

Firstly, the argument regarding whether how it is that a person’s autonomy is not considered when discussing suicide and the moral status of this, will be highlighted.
Philosopher Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) states that suicide is wrong for three reasons. 1.That it is contrary to natural law. 2.It injures the community by depriving it of one of its members. And 3. That life is God’s gift and only God can pronounce life or death. 
The natural law which Aquinas talks about is an almost moral law which encompasses the whole universe. He is saying that suicide is against this and that’s why it is wrong. We are exhibited to be creatures who were made to live our lives.  
Aquinas permits suicide to be wrong as it deprives the community of one of its members, suggesting a person’s value is only in their contribution to a community. The community is valued for its work output. By committing suicide, you are removing a role. But in society we do allow for certain cases for people to be killed. Are we not depriving of the community in that same sense? An example is of a prisoner on death row. Aquinas’ response would be that the prisoner is no longer a member of that community when they committed their crime. Or it could be argued these prisoners must have their punishment acted out, in order for the community and society to function.
Could it then not be argued that if life is a gift from God, but we can not have it annihilated by ourselves, then God considers this to be God’s. Our life is therefore not ours. If we do not have ownership of it then do we ever have autonomy? If life is a gift, then should man not be able to do as he so wishes with it. Including ending it. 
The gift argument from Aquinas is rooted in a property ownership form of relationship which is shared between man and God. 

Again, using Aquinas’ second reason, if not bringing harm to the community is one of the main goals, then could suicide not be argued to be beneficiary. A person who has no input in to society and is actually quite a burden on resources, commits suicide. This, if for the sake of the community, is a positive. 
Other examples of when suicide may be considered a positive to society, but autonomy has not been considered, may be when a person has ill-health, or they decide to do so on the grounds of poverty. Committing the act when suffering from these things were considered heroic.[footnoteRef:2] They were heroic acts because hey were seen to be self-less and coming from a place of duty to the rest of that community and society. By a person putting their community before themselves, they can be seen to be noble and honourable. They are acting in order to save the rest of their society and the very act of its functioning. 
From a scientific perspective, is it not possible to argue that the act of suicide is beneficial genetically? Suicide is seen as a side effect of mental illness, consider the same progress of a person’s ability to handle disease and the argument of natural selection and the attitude of the ‘survival of the fittest’ theory.  [2:  Battin., P. Margaret the death debate ethical issues of suicide, p5] 

Another argument is of determinism. This states man does not truly have autonomy. If everything is determined then can any person’s actions be immoral, if those actions are not truly theirs? The questions of determinism and the ethical and moral status of suicide leaves a lot of room for disagreement and can seem naively simplistic. A person self-killing themselves is ust simply a matter of fate. That is the way they were simply meant to die. There is real difficulty in trying to pin down the moral value of an action not truly acted out.




While Aquinas is opposed to suicide, his belief that life is a gift from God may further help to expand on the argument that human autonomy is in fact considered. If life is a gift from God then that now becomes ours to do as we please with it. Just in that as a friend may gift you a book, it is then yours to do with it. You may use as a door stop, and while your friend may not appreciate you giving the item such a use, they do not have any right over it. It is yours. God gifted us our lives, if suicide should not have been an action for us to commit, then the creator should not have crafted such a possibility. 
The gift argument is the main point for many of those who hold a religious view. Often either stating life is a gift from God, or that we made in the image of God and so should not bring harm to it, or that man is a servant to God and should not go against their master, or that God is the father and man is the child and that man should not go against him. 



A person has a right to do with their life as they wish. Using their autonomy to take it is believed to be a right from a Libertarian view. The freedom of control. A person may wish to do so to end the physical pain they are in. They have the right to do so. 
The argument of autonomy and the value of a person’s autonomy then becomes the over-ruling line of conduct regarding the matter. But within society this only applies to people between certain ages, for example, an adult may be able to seek physician assisted suicide, so long as they meet a certain criterion usually that they be over 18 years of age. If a child is suffering with the same amount of pain, then can they not also seek physician assisted suicide? We do not allow this presently, within our society because we do not believe a person so young, has the intellectual skills to rationalise the situation and to properly understand the gravity of such. We believe intervening in a person’s attempt at suicide is just, because the act of suicide is so fatal. There is no way of coming back from it to rectify anything. 

To conclude, the essay has introduced the ethical views on suicide and how us as people, our society, and what it means to our understanding of human autonomy, are affected and developed. 
Arguments have been made both supporting and not supporting that a person has autonomy, and that whether or not that is the main factor when considering the ethical and moral status of suicide. Areas of mental health, science, and religion have been explored and expressed. While they have been explored, it is not clear what the answer is. Suicides moral status is mainly met with great discomfort and I think this is the overall greatest hindrance on tackling it objectively. But I also recognise the great difficulty in dealing with the topic of autonomy, in the decision of the act of suicide. An argument based on determinism leaves the least room for argument. The gift argument is the main argument adopted by the most, even those who do not consider themselves to be religious. This may be because of some inexplicable sense of value that just cannot be described as of yet. Maybe it is simply because it goes against our instincts and it is that feeling which creates a further gravity of fear. The historical social stigma and ramifications of committing such an act have only recently changed in the last 100 years or so. This historical attitude can still be entrenched within us, creating biases which we’re not even aware of. The act of suicide I feel is the most sound according to the right to die argument. 
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