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Deception of the Right to Die

Masaki Ichinose

Who is dead? I begin with pointing out how strange this question seems to
be. There person who is dead is nowhere, therefore there is no one
corresponding to the “who” question. I call it the paradox of dead people.
Here I take up the issue of euthanasia, since it is a typical issue involving the
paradox of dead people.

After reviewing the current usage of the notion of euthanasia, I pay
attention mainly to two points concerning euthanasia controversies. First,
the problem of the distinction between killing and letting die, and second,
the right to life or the right to die as the ground of justifying euthanasia. As
to killing and letting die, I argue that, as far as we take into account the
arbitrariness of the concept of killing and the vagueness of dying, we can
accept the proposal made by earnest supporters of euthanasia that we
should refuse the distinction between killing and letting die and then
legalize euthanasia altogether. But, its plausibility relies on the paradoxical
characters of arbitrariness and vagueness, which rather show that the
proposal is quite unsound.

Next, [ examine the ground that supporters of euthanasia offer to justify all
euthanasia, namely, autonomous self-determination and the right to die.
First, I describe how dubious autonomous self-determination is. As a matter
of fact, our decision making is deeply influenced by ideas or values that have
been given or imposed by other people since our childhood. And we must
not forget that euthanasia is a matter not of the patient alone but between
the physician and the patient. Therefore we have to consider the moral
situation of such other people. Second, I criticize the notion of the right to
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die, which is introduced under the analogy of property rights. Firstly, as
long as we take property rights to be established by labour as developped in
Locke’s classical theory(which is still influential and persuasive), the
property of life, and the property of death as its variant, cannot be accepted,
because we cannot make our own lives by our own labour. Secondly, since
life as a whole cannot be alienated, the right to life and the right to die
cannot be meaningful. Thirdly, the notion of right implies that the agent can
enjoy the result after exercising the right, so the right to die cannot be
obtained, since there is no one to excercise the so-called right, otherwise the
argument is caught in the paradox of dead people. As a result, we have to
say that the right to die is deceptive and that any euthanasia is groundless.

But, why do we feel that euthanasia is somehow morally good? In order to
clarify this, we have to question what is alienated from other people when a
person dies. Can we say that death is alienated? I think we can say so,
interpreting it in various ways. If so, we have the property of death even
while living. Introducing this notion of the property of death solves the
theoretical difficulties of euthanasia and the paradox of dead people. But,
the property of death is just a fiction, so we cannot justify euthanasia by
appealing to that. Consequently, any euthanasia must be refused, at least at
the theoretical level. Euthanasia must be counted as a crime. Therefore, if
we feel euthanasia is really unavoidable, we have to do it with recognizing
that it is a crime. All that I can propose is that we should make some
arrangement about punishment for euthanasia.
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