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Euthanasia in the ancient world “Whoever no longer 

wishes to live shall state 

his reasons to the Senate, 

and after having received 

permission shall abandon 

life. If your existence is 

hateful to you, die; if you 

are overwhelmed by fate, 

drink the hemlock.”

Libaneous



“I will neither give a 

deadly drug to anybody 

who asks for it, nor will 

I make a suggestion to 

this effect.”

Hippocratic oath 

Hippocrates 
(460-370 BC)



Euthanasia in Christian Europe

“Self murder” was deemed 

so heinous that the body of 

a suicide victim would be 

dragged through the streets 

and his property confiscated 

to impoverish his heirs.



Revolution in the 19th century

• Charles Darwin’s theories of 
evolution undermined the 
notion that human life was 
intrinsically valuable.

• The development of morphine 
and chloroform made 
medicalised euthanasia a 
possibility. 



Modern debate over euthanasia

Began with an 1870 essay by 
Samuel Williams. 

He was the first to redefine the 
word euthanasia away from 
meaning a peaceful and natural 
death experienced amid the 
love of family, to an act of 
mercy killing.



Campaign to legalise euthanasia

1906-1907 Ohio and Iowa state legislatures considered and rejected two 
proposals to permit euthanasia. 

1936 Voluntary Euthanasia Legalisation Society was founded in 
England.

1937 British House of Lords debated and rejected a proposal to 
legalise euthanasia.

1942 Switzerland adopted a law allowing the terminally ill to die.

1984 Netherlands Supreme Court approved voluntary euthanasia 
under certain conditions.



Campaign to legalise euthanasia

1994 Oregon adopted a Death with Dignity Act, the first state in the 
USA to allow terminally ill patients to commit suicide with a 
lethal dose. Physician assisted suicide is also now legal in 
Washington, Vermont, California, and Colorado.

1995 Australian Northern Territory approved euthanasia but this was 
overturned by the Australian Parliament in 1997.

2000 Netherlands Parliament passed legislation allowing voluntary 
euthanasia and physician assisted suicide.

June 2016 Canada permitted medically assisted death for terminally ill 
adults, the third country to do so. 



Dominant features of the euthanasia movement

Euthanasia campaigners:

• Do not tend to argue from traditional 
starting points within the Christian tradition;

• Reject belief in the intrinsic value of human 
life as irrational and unscientific;

• Tend to fixate on personal autonomy as the 
greatest value;

• Exhibit a visceral revulsion to suffering.

Wesley J. Smith



A slippery slope?

“the legal machinery 
initially designed to kill 
those who are a 
nuisance to themselves 
may someday engulf 
those who are a 
nuisance to others.”

Yale Kamisar



“A duty to die” In 2008 Baroness Mary 
Warnock, one of Britain’s 
leading philosophers and a 
leading medical ethics 
advisor, argued that elderly 
people suffering from 
dementia should be allowed 
to opt for euthanasia, even if 
they’re not in pain. 

Why? 


