Euthanasia

Euthanasia is the act of painlessly putting to death persons suffering from painful and/or incurable diseases or incapacitating physical disorders. Literally the term euthanasia means ‘a good death’. Euthanasia can be classified as either active or passive. Active euthanasia involves the active acceleration of a ‘good’ death by the use of drugs e.g. lethal injection, administered by the persons themselves, a family member, a doctor or someone else close to the patient. Most importantly the person does not die on their own. Passive euthanasia involves no use of external aids or interjections (like life support) but rather, allows death to occur naturally.
Euthanasia can also be classified as voluntary or involuntary. As the name implies, voluntary euthanasia occurs when the patient asks to be killed. Involuntary euthanasia occurs where a person is in a comatose state and thus family members give consent. Moreover, euthanasia can also be classified as ‘natural’ or ‘initiated’. In ethical terms, the former can be considered a form of suicide, while the latter a form of murder.
Virtue Ethics

Virtue Ethics is a person-based moral theory first suggested by Aristotle, in ‘Nichomacheaen Ethics’ approximately 350 BCE. Unlike utilitarianism - whose principles focus on what is the right thing to do or the correct way to act - the philosophies of Virtue Ethics focus on how one is to be a good person. It teaches to define good people and to recognise the qualities/virtues that make them ‘good’.

In exploring Virtue Ethics, Aristotle believed that everything has a purpose and man’s purpose was happiness. Aristotle identified three forms of happiness:

1.
In living a life of enjoyment and pleasure

2.
In being a free member of society
3.
In being a philosopher

The happiness that Aristotle talked about was that of the community, not just the individual, since he saw people not only as rational beings but social beings. Therefore the well being of a group was more important than that of a single member. Aristotle believed that virtues were to be found in compromise, located in the balance between the vices of excess and deficiency, e.g. courage being found between cowardice and foolhardiness. Aristotle stated that every person should work to develop his or her own character by making a habit out of virtue. This will automatically lead to good actions, as a good person will always make good decisions. He believed that future generations could then be taught goodness from their seniors as virtue should be taught by example, not through a set of rules.

Euthanasia and Virtue Ethics

As medical technology has advanced, the ability to extend the lives of patients suffering from various medical conditions has increased. The ethical question arises of whether the lives of patients should be extended when they may be helpless or suffering. The following focuses on the issue of active and voluntary euthanasia in relation to the application of Virtue Ethics.

It would not be presumptuous to assume that people suffering from great illness and pain would not be living the eudaimon life. If there were a way to improve their physical well being, Aristotle’s Virtue Ethics would support this. A patient contemplating euthanasia could consider the implications of Aristotle’s virtue of courage – the ‘Golden Mean’ between cowardice and foolhardiness. The ‘right’ course of action could however be open to interpretation. You could claim that euthanasia would be the courageous act by facing death and having the strength to free loved ones from the emotional, heartbreaking burden of looking after a terminally ill or pain-wracked relative. On the other hand, euthanasia could be seen as an act of cowardice, of lacking courage and endurance and violating the sanctity of life. It could be perceived as a rash action taken in a moment of weakness or despondency.
Aristotle was concerned with the good of society as a whole, above the individual. In societies where resources are scarce, euthanasia may well make a significant difference to the well being of the society as a whole. Extending the lives of terminally ill patients requires huge amounts of money and the time, effort and emotional support of family members. Under these circumstances, it may be viewed as a courageous and noble act for someone to take their own life when very ill. Even in our society where people are living longer and surviving near fatal accidents there may be huge financial benefits to society if those who are unproductive are euthanised. This view however, doesn’t seem in keeping with Aristotle’s virtues of patience and temperance.
The application of Virtue Ethics as put forward by Aristotle appears too vague and therefore difficult in sensitive and complex issues such as euthanasia. Perhaps Aristotle would conclude that a person achieving Eudaimonia would have the judgement and wisdom to make the ‘right decision’.
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Performance Standards for Stage 1 Philosophy
	
	Knowledge and Understanding
	Reasoning
	Critical Analysis
	Communication

	A
	Consistently clear and perceptive identification and understanding of philosophical issues, and of philosophical positions on issues.

In-depth and well-informed understanding of the general structure of a philosophical argument.
	Astute and incisive reasoning, and use of evidence, to support or contest philosophical issues and positions.

Perceptive and convincing differentiation between good and bad arguments.
	Consistently accurate and perceptive analysis of strengths and weaknesses of philosophical assumptions, positions, and arguments.
	Clear, coherent, and fluent communication of philosophical issues and positions, with conventions consistently observed.

Accurate and consistent use of relevant philosophical terminology, with appropriate acknowledgment of sources.

	B
	Clear and thoughtful identification and understanding of philosophical issues, and of philosophical positions on issues.

Well-informed understanding of the general structure of a philosophical argument.
	Well-considered reasoning, and use of evidence, to support or contest philosophical issues and positions.

Well-considered and appropriate differentiation between good and bad arguments.
	Mostly accurate and well-considered analysis of strengths and weaknesses of philosophical assumptions, positions, and arguments.
	Clear and coherent communication of philosophical issues and positions, with conventions mostly observed.
Mostly accurate and appropriate use of philosophical terminology, with appropriate acknowledgment of sources.

	C
	Generally clear identification and understanding of philosophical issues, and of some philosophical positions on issues.

Informed understanding of the general structure of a philosophical argument.
	Considered reasoning, and some use of evidence, to support or contest philosophical issues and positions.

Considered and appropriate differentiation between good and bad arguments.
	Considered analysis of some strengths and weaknesses of philosophical assumptions, positions, and arguments.
	Competent communication of philosophical issues and positions, with some conventions observed.

Generally appropriate use of philosophical terminology, with mostly appropriate acknowledgment of sources.

	D
	Some recognition of philosophical issues, and awareness of a philosophical position on an issue.

Recognition of some of the general structure of a philosophical argument.
	Superficial or inconsistent reasoning, with some limited use of evidence, to support or contest a philosophical issue and/or position.

Recognition of some differentiation between good and bad arguments.
	Some identification of one or more strengths and/or weaknesses of a philosophical assumption, position, and/or argument.
	Partial communication of aspects of a philosophical issue and/or position.

Use of a limited range of appropriate philosophical terminology, with some acknowledgment of sources.

	E
	Limited recognition of what is philosophical in an issue.

Recognition of a structural feature of a philosophical argument.
	Attempted consideration of a philosophical issue or position.

Emerging recognition of some differentiation between good and bad arguments.
	Identification of a strength or weakness of a philosophical assumption, position, or argument.
	Attempted communication of an aspect of a philosophical issue or position. 

Limited use of any philosophical terminology, with limited acknowledgment of sources.


Knowledge and Understanding


Clear identification of euthanasia as an ethical issue.





Knowledge and Understanding


In-depth and well-informed understanding of the general structures of a philosophical argument. 








Reasoning


Demonstrates ability to reason and use evidence to support and contest a philosophical position on euthanasia, in an incisive way.





Reasoning


Perceptive differentiation between good and bad arguments, particularly the last sentence. 





Critical Analysis


Mostly accurate and well-considered analysis of strengths and weaknesses of philosophical positions.








Additional comments 


Knowledge and Understanding: Overall – clear and perceptive identification and understanding of a philosophical issue, and philosophical positions on the issue. 


Communication: Overall – clear and coherent communication of philosophical issues and positions, with conventions mostly observed.  Accurate and consistent use of relevant philosophical terminology.














Communication 


The convention requires an introductory paragraph with a clear focus on the philosophical nature of the issue (even though it is brought out later in the study).





The first two paragraphs contain a discussion of euthanasia as a social rather than philosophical issue.








Page 4 of 4
Stage 1 Philosophy annotated student response for use from 2011

1pps10-AT3-wsann01-A-v2.0  (revised December 2010)

© SACE Board of South Australia 2010

