[bookmark: _GoBack]Is an individual’s autonomy the overriding consideration in assessing the moral status of suicide?
This assignment is going to be answering and will provide an argument that an individual’s autonomy is the overriding consideration in assessing the moral status of suicide. The argument will be presenting the theory that autonomy is important and significant reasoning for the act of suicide and the argument will be overall sympathetic to suicide under circumstances such as lack of autonomy, control and dignity. The assignment will discuss firstly the background of the debate on suicide being ethically acceptable and brief explanation as to why autonomy is considered to be the overriding factor when assessing the moral status of suicide. Secondly, the assignment will go on to discuss the philosopher Peter Singer’s ideas and how this supports the argument presented. David Hume is the second philosopher that will be covered and his theory as to why an individual’s autonomy is an overriding consideration in assessing the moral status of suicide. The assignment will also use Thomas Aquinas’ theories and ideas that are contrary to the argument presented and this will provide insight as to why there is an ethical debate. The assignment will finish by discussing the double effect argument that is widely used to provide reasoning as to why suicide can be viewed as morally acceptable and how it can support suicide even though it is not focused on individual’s autonomy.
The act of suicide is different from murder as it is not taking away another humans life, it is the act of intentional self-killing. Many individuals have different reasoning as to why they may consider euthanasia such as terminal or debilitating illness, the argument presented throughout will be focusing on an individual’s autonomy as the overriding consideration. During research, the academic Victor Rosenblum commentaries on the moral status of suicide was identified for providing interest insight on the topic. Rosenblum states, 
“The attitude of Americans toward assisted suicide seems to be ambivalent. An Associated Press-Media General poll in February 1985 reportedly found that 68% of the respondents believed that incurable patients ought to be permitted to end their lives by active means.”[footnoteRef:1] [1: Victor Rosenblum ‘the right to assisted suicide: Protection of autonomy or an open door to social killing? ‘Issues in Law& medicine vol.6 (1990) p.1 
] 

This statistic is significant as it demonstrates that in 1985 a poll showed that a majority proportion of the America public of 68% believed that incurable patients should be provided with the right to end their lives by active means. This shows that the idea of control and self-determination is an important factor for a large percentage of the population. However, this statistic also demonstrated that 38% did not agree with this idea of suicide being ethically acceptable. This could be due to people believing that the sanctity of life is more significant than the quality of life/ a lack of autonomy.
Many would agree with this argument that it is the most humane act to allow if someone does not want to be here any longer. Right to die activists are an organisation that protest for the rights of humans to be able to choose when to end their life without it being an illegal act, academic Gandsman comments on this,
“That right-to-die activists are more concerned with autonomy than suffering is consistent with numerous other research studies showing physical pain and suffering is not the primary concern for individuals requesting a medically assisted death (For example, in a study of Physician Aid in Dying in Oregon, Ganzini, Goy, & Dobscha, (2009) found that the most important reasons for individuals requesting assistance to die was “wanting to control the circumstances of death and die at home; loss of independence; and concerns about future pain, poor quality of life, and inability to care for one’s self.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Ari Gandsman ‘Paradox of choice and illusion of autonomy: The construction of ethical subjects in right-to-die activism’ Death studies Journal. Vol.42 (2018) p.331
] 

This demonstrates that when research was carried out in a variety of different areas in the world and the results outlined the idea that wanting to have control, loss of independence and concerns for poor quality of life is the main reason that assisted suicide should be accepted. When discussing right-to-die activists it is significant to identify that they do not argue suicide should be allowed due to terminal illness’ but the fact that this illness is gaining control over their lives and robbing them of their autonomy and debilitating individuals physically and mentally. Gandsman goes on to make a bold statement,
“They are referring to how their condition enters them into a medicalized context in which they see their autonomy being robbed not by the disease but by the medical system.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Ari Gandsman ‘Paradox of choice and illusion of autonomy: The construction of ethical subjects in right-to-die activism’ Death studies Journal. Vol.42 (2018) p.334
] 

This suggests that these activists are understanding that a sense of a lack of autonomy is not due to the disease but by the medical system where professionals are not permitted to assist people wanting to end their lives. The lack autonomy is a significant overriding consideration for most activists as to why suicide should be considered, however for some individuals they may need to seek assistance to end their life. In most circumstances and countries this is denied and people have to commit suicide in their own way and if they cannot do so, they have to remain living a life they may not necessarily want. This argument for autonomy being a consideration for suicide is valued by the activists and they believe the medical system today denies many people of their autonomy and self-determination.
Suicide being a controversial topic just as abortion for the same reasons of sanctity of life being focused as more important than perhaps the quality of life that one may have. Another significant quote that supports this argument was written by Victor Roseblum, 

 “Those who currently propose assisted suicide contend that life is only one among a number of goods, including individual autonomy, human dignity, intellectual capability, physical fitness, and other aspects that contribute to personal well-being. Life as a relative good must be compared with other goods, and suicide may become a "rational" choice if life has become "intolerable.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Victor Rosenblum ‘the right to assisted suicide: Protection of autonomy or an open door to social killing? ‘Issues in Law& medicine vol.6 (1990) p.3
] 


This presents similar beliefs to the argument being presented in this assignment, that individual autonomy and human dignity is an important factor when considering the moral status of suicide. The idea that factors such as intellectual capability and physical fitness contribute to one’s wellbeing, therefore there does not need to be a life threatening disease for one to consider ending their own life. As their emotional wellbeing is just as important for some and this is why the topic of suicide leads to many ethically dilemma debates on the topic, leading to people questioning – How can we control suicide, if someone does not feel in control of their own lives should we just accept that commit suicide?
Peter Singer is a philosopher who studies ethical issues and suicide is a topic amongst his work. Singer supports the argument that autonomy is an overriding consideration when looking at the moral status of suicide as he understands suicide as an act that is not intrinsically wrong and often questions throughout his work that he does not understand why we suggest that human life has special value by protesting against suicide and euthanasia.
Peter Singer states in his book ‘Practical Ethics’, 
 “the principle of respect for autonomy tells us to allow rational agents to live their own lives according to their autonomous decision, free from coercion or interference; but if rational agents should autonomously choose to die, then respect for autonomy will lead us to assist them to do as we choose.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Peter Singer ‘what is wrong will killing?’ Practical Ethics, 3rd edition (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 2011) p.170
] 

This suggest Singer’s belief that for us to be rational beings then we should be able to have autonomy and we should respect each other’s decisions. He used preference utilitarianism and this means if someone needs to decide for themselves if their life is not worth living and if their preference can be expressed then it should be central and humans should respect this. Singer is an influential philosopher in this debate and has shaped the argument for individuals to consider suicide as an appropriate outcome for those who desire to end their lives and their autonomy and quality of life is most important aspects to consider. Singer also suggests that humans should support and assist suicide as this is provides individuals with autonomy and the freedom to choose what happens to themselves.
David Hume who is another influential philosopher that has shaped the ethical debate on suicide who holds similar beliefs on autonomy as Singer does, Supporting the argument that emotional aspects should be consider when looking at the moral status of suicide not just physical factors such illnesses. Hume presents the idea that suicide is not harmful to society and suggests that suicide is a private matter rather than a public matter, Hume states “A man, who retires from life, does no harm to society. He only ceases to do well; which, if it be an injury, is of the lowest kind.”[footnoteRef:6] This demonstrates his argument that if someone’s wishes are to end their lives it should be respected as it does no harm to others, it also allows someone to gain control over their life by having autonomous choices.  [6:  David Hume, ‘Of Suicide’ https://davidhume.org/texts/su/ -accessed 30th January 2019
] 

Hume understood when looking at the moral status of suicide that the circumstances should be evaluated and his conclusion was that, ‘I believe that no man ever threw away life, while it was worth keeping.” [footnoteRef:7] This statement again contributes to the argument that humans should consider autonomy as the overriding consideration as he acknowledges that once a human does not want to live, then their life was not worth keeping. This is Hume referring to their quality of life being poor and suicide is an outcome of self-determination and personal choice to end one’s life. In Hume’s opinion he does not believe that any life that has been ended was worth keeping due to the quality or substance to this life. For example, if an individual devotes their life to a particular sport for their hobby or career and then they face a living changing event where they can no longer participate in this sport. It is argued that if this individual no longer feels happy or content with their life then they should have opportunity to choose to end their life with autonomy. [7:  David Hume ‘Of Suicide’ https://davidhume.org/texts/su/ -accessed 30th January 2019] 

Thomas Aquinas presents an argument contrary to the argument that has been discussed throughout the assignment. Aquinas communicated throughout his work that autonomy is not a reason for suicide to take place. Aquinas believes that suicide is wrong for three reasons, one being that suicide is contrary to the natural law and self-determination is changing the plan that was set out to happen. Another reason he suggested for suicide to not be considered is that it injures the community by depriving it of one its members, this is statement is opposing to Hume’s idea that suicide is a private matter. This is an important factor when considering if autonomy is an overriding consideration while looking at the moral status of euthanasia because if the community are impacted by this act then it shall not be permitted.  When deciding if acts are moral, it is key to weigh up the effects it causes and suicide often has negative effects on society according to Aquinas and others. This could be due to physicians having to help end one’s life and the impact of loved ones who lose an individual who is special to them.
Aquinas also takes a religious perspective on the morality of suicide and believes that life is God’s gift and it is only God who can pronounce life or death. These views are held by many that life is too precious and sacred for humans to decide when it is too end. Daniel Callahan is another academic who has written in his article ‘Against Euthanasia’ that suicide is a sinful act due to fact that lives should be held as sacred and we should value human life. This opinion is held by many that suicide should be avoided, although it may deprive individuals of dignity and autonomy the importance of sanctity of life should be centralised. 



The double effect argument is an argument widely used to justify the moral status of suicide. This argument demonstrates that suicide can be justified if an act takes place and suicide is the outcome. The act that has negative consequences that maybe considered morally acceptable if the consequences are foreseen but not intended. For example, providing patients with powerful painkillers that result in a paten dying. This is an unintentional act, although the side effects were foreseen the intention was to not end one’s life. The intention must be moral and good in the beginning and the negative effects must be unintended but they are foreseen. This theory does not support the argument that this assignment is presenting, however it provides an alternative as to why suicide can be morally acceptable rather than allowing the act for autonomous reasons. Although, the double effect theory allows suicide if the intention was not meant for this it does allow individuals to be put out of their misery. Although this does not provide autonomy for individuals whose desire it is to end their life.
Overall, this assignment provides an overview of the argument put forward that autonomy is the overriding consideration for the moral status of suicide. This argument also uses opposing theories to debate whether suicide can be justified for the reasoning of autonomy and self-determination. The argument provided demonstrates philosopher’s ideas such as Singer and Hume that quality of life is important and humans should be provided with autonomy and choice to end their life if this is their wishes. The moral status of suicide should be assessing the individual’s situation and a lack of autonomy is an important aspect that should be considered. 
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