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The Principle of Double Effect in the Problem of
Euthanasia and Palliative Care

Yoshihisa Yamamoto

The principle of double effect is a rule of conduct frequently used in moral
theology and applied ethics. It is used for the purpose of determining when
we may legitimately perform an action from which two effects will follow,
one bad and the other good. According to the New Catholic Encyclopedia,
four conditions must be verified in order that a person may lawfully perform
such an act.

(1)The act itself must be morally good or at least indifferent.

(2)The agent may not positively will the bad effect but may merely permit it.

(3)The good effect must flow from the action at least as immediately as the
bad effect. In other words, the good effect must be produced directly by the
action, not by the bad effect. Otherwise the agent would be using a bad
means to a good end, which is never allowed.

(4)The good effect must be sufficiently desirable to compensate for the
allowing of the bad effect.

There are many scholars who say that we can legitimately distinguish
between direct euthanasia and indirect euthanasia by using this principle.
But, at the same time, there are many scholars who deny the effectiveness of
this distinciton.

In this paper, by examining these discussions, the effectiveness of the
principle of double effect in the problem of euthanasia and palliative care is
demonstrated. In short, while direct euthanasia is never morally allowed,
indirect euthanasia(i.e., palliative death in the process of alleviating physical
pain of the terminal patient) is sometimes allowed in palliative terminal care.
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