12. Euthanasia

Another word for euthanasia is mercy killing. Euthanasia literally means 'good death' and generally aims to speed the death of people who suffer severely without any hope of recovery. Euthanasia has been a very controversial subject at periods over the past 3,000 years. One of the reasons for this is that some people regard it as a morally objectionable form of killing. In some forms of Buddhism, euthanasia is rejected because ending life is thought to be wrong. Many Christians oppose euthanasia because the Bible regards human life as sacred and as belonging to God. According to this view, euthanasia is wrong, as it is not up to humans to decide over life and death. But different people interpret their religious traditions in different ways.

The act of euthanasia is today understood as termination of life on request. But it has not always been people's choice. The voluntary decision to terminate life has been misused during human history, especially between 1933 and 1945 during the German Nazi regime in Europe. This criminal regime murdered millions of people because they were disabled, ill or old. Murders committed for these reasons were also called “euthanasia”. The Nazi regime excused their criminal deeds as termination of worthless lives. Such an excuse is against the humane nature of love and compassion. The crimes committed in the past are one of the reasons why euthanasia, also understood as termination of life on request, is a criminal act in almost all States of the world. The Netherlands has made euthanasia legal, though it is still controversial there, and in this chapter some of those debates will be used to explain euthanasia.

Q1. Do acceptable forms of killing humans exist?

In the Netherlands voluntary euthanasia has been decriminalised. The decriminalisation of euthanasia made the Netherlands the first country in the world to formally sanction mercy killing. The new law euthanasia is administered only to patients who are in a state of continuous, unbearable and incurable suffering. There are other requirements as well: 

· A second opinion from an external physician; 

· The patient must be judged to be of sound mind; and, 

· A request to die must be made voluntarily, independently and persistently. 

It is a condition that the patient is terminally ill and the suffering is physical. However, the physicians are not supposed to suggest it as an option. Both an oral and written request legitimise the physician to accede to the request. In each case the doctor must be convinced that the patient is facing interminable and unendurable suffering. If he or she believes that this is not so, the physician may not accede to the request for euthanasia, no matter what the declaration of will states. 

Q2. Under what conditions is euthanasia practised in the Netherlands?

Q3. What are the legal requirements?

Q4. What is the difference between active and passive euthanasia?
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