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The Final Option
Imagine that after years of fighting against your leukemia by trying everything from chemotherapy to experimental treatments, you find out that the disease is spreading uncontrollably and the chance of recovery is now out of the question.  This is clear to you by the increased pain and fatigue you feel all through your body.  The doctor makes the prediction that you have only about a month to live before the cancer overtakes your body and brings on the inevitable fate.  After two weeks, you find that the pain is becoming excruciating and intolerable.  This is countered by the increased narcotics which cause sever nausea and bring on other undesirable side-effects such as clouded thought and further loss of appetite.  The doctor warns that the pain will grow worse before your body finally succumbs.  As you lie on the hospital bed, in a state of pure agony, you can not help but wish that there was some sort of way your pain would be alleviated and you could finally rest in peace after years of trying to fight back.  There is an answer: euthanasia.


The preceding narrative is a hypothetical situation resembling the lives of thousands of terminally ill Americans who find themselves under these difficult circumstances everyday.  For many who were productive, happy, and energetic members of society, coming to terms with their unavoidable fate is a process which the rest of us are lucky enough to not have to go through for many years.  For those who have come to terms with the cards life has dealt them, the idea of death can actually be an inviting choice.  Unfortunately, voluntary euthanasia and physician-assisted suicide are illegal in forty seven states and face opposition from groups who falsely instill fear in society by questioning the benefits of the procedure and the motives of those who favor it.  It is time, however, that we recognize the right to die as a basic human right under proper circumstances.


The most popular argument against the legalization of euthanasia is the “slippery slope” scenario.  The opponents believe that once the law allows such a practice to occur under strict guidelines, over time the guidelines can be manipulated to the point where even involuntary euthanasia would escape prosecution(Safeguards).  This false notion is an exaggeration formulated without any real proof or backing.  To counter this argument, one can study the Netherlands where euthanasia is allowed.  In that country, respect for human life is as great as anywhere else if not greater as demonstrated by their system of universal health care which leaves no one uninsured.  In a book written by Lonny Shavelson, a respected physician and journalist, the author observes that, “Although [euthanasia] has been openly practiced in the Netherlands for over twenty years, …the widespread killing predicted by the slippery slope theory has not occurred.” (Euthanasia Is) What the opponents fail to recognize, is that euthanasia does occur in great numbers behind closed office doors.  By creating a set of standards and requirements that come with the legalization of this procedure, the patients will actually be safer and the practice will be regulated.  For example, in Oregon, one of the three states that allow euthanasia, legalization has proven to be both successful and popular.  The Oregon Death with Dignity Act clearly outlines that the patient requesting euthanasia must be an adult who is diagnosed with a terminal illness and who is capable of making such a decision.  The act further outlines the requirements to receive a prescription for the lethal injection the patient will use: “The patient must make two oral requests; the patient must provide a written request to his or her physician, signed in front of two witnesses; the prescribing physician and a consulting physician must confirm the prognosis; the prescribing physician must determine the patient capable; if either physician believes the patient’s judgment is impaired by a psychological disorder, the patient must be referred for a psychological examination; the prescribing physician must inform the patient of feasible alternatives including comfort care, hospice care, and pain control.”(Oregon.gov) As demonstrated, the law implements strict guidelines to follow, guaranteeing safeguards against any potential abuse.  Interestingly, any effort to repeal the act has been shut down by popular vote.

The opponents declare several other oppositions to euthanasia that will be refuted.  First, they say that euthanasia works against nature and the way humans were intended to die.  They argue that death is a phenomenon that should succumb the patient in its own time and way, and not be brought on by external sources.  However, as Dr. Timothy E. Quill, a euthanasia advocate questions, “Why is it considered ethical to die of ‘natural causes’ after a long heroic fight against illness filled with ‘unnatural’ life-prolonging medical interventions, and unethical to allow patients to take charge at the end of a long illness and chose to die painlessly and quickly?” The issue of legalization of euthanasia is about much more that the ethics of a procedure, it is about our right as human beings to have a choice in the way we leave this world.  It is ironic that refusing treatment, with the full knowledge that it will lead to death is legal and not condemned in any way, but desiring that death come sooner as to avoid pain and suffering is considered wrong and made illegal(Legalized).

Another problem with the legalization of euthanasia, opponents claim, is that it goes against the centuries old tradition of upholding the Hippocratic Oath that new physicians swear by.  They are specifically referring to one of the swears which states, “I will not give a lethal drug to anyone if I am asked,…”(Procon.org) It must be admitted that on the surface it seems like this quote is referring directly to, and discouraging the practice of euthanasia; however, the final request of millions of dying patients should not be denied based on a symbolic oath of no political value. Furthermore, it must be recognized that the oath is merely symbolic; continued for its traditional significance and has been modified many times to meet the needs of modern times. If other parts of the oath have been altered and changed, surely this one can too.  Finally, there is a notion that if euthanasia becomes legal; our health care system will adopt a heartless, inhumane approach to their coverage where patients would be coerced into choosing death because, “it would be easier and cheaper for health care plans to provide assisted suicide than to provide around-the-clock comfort care for days and weeks.”(Legalizing) This idea is simply ludicrous for several reasons including the fact that it is completely unfounded and without any proof.  Also, we can again look at the places where euthanasia is legal and see that no health insurance company has subjected their customer to such an unreasonable and unconventional requirement.  Such a policy would surely be against the law and would not be allowed to be implemented.

It is time that the nation let go of its fears and embrace the idea of legalized euthanasia as a health care practice which if regulated and controlled, provides already dying patients with a means to shorten their pain and suffering quickly and with dignity.  Predicting “dooms day” consequences without any actual proof and logic leads to a hindering of societal progress and retains the status quo against clear evidence that change is the better option.  Studying other countries and even regions within our own nation has provided us with first hand evidence that euthanasia will not hurt society; it will actually enhance it by giving more freedoms to citizens who rightfully deserve it.  We must stand up for patient rights and human rights as a whole by not only allowing freedom of choice in life, but also a freedom of choice in death.
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