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Euthanasia – The right to a decent life 

The Tale of the Three Brothers is a fairy tale that appears in “Harry Potter and the Deathly 

Hallows” and explains how three really skilful wizard brothers left the Death behind. However, 

it was just a momentary action. Only the third and younger brother had the power to decide 

the moment when he wanted to die, and thus greeted Death as a friend and both of them 

departed life as equals. 

There is no doubt that this is a fairy tale, and thus a fiction story. However, is it possible to 

decide the moment one wants to die in real life? Euthanasia is the word that pops into our 

minds when referring to this decision. This interesting but at the same time controversial topic 

is what I will present in this paper. At first I will give an accurate definition of euthanasia and 

state the difference with “assisted suicide”, which is a completely different concept. Secondly, 

I will talk about the advantages and drawbacks of euthanasia from an objective but at the 

same time ethical point of view. To continue, I will cover the legal issues related to euthanasia 

and assisted suicide by presenting in which countries each practice is legalized. Afterwards I 

will give a controversial example where euthanasia was conducted in order to discuss it from 

different points of view. And finally, I will cover an even more controversial topic: euthanasia 

in children. 

Euthanasia, from the Greek word euthanatos, which means “good death” – eu- “well” or 

“good” and -thanatos “death” – is the practice of intentionally ending a very sick person’s life 

in order to relieve pain and suffering [1]. For example, on November 2014, Brittany Maynard, a 

terminally ill 29-year-old woman diagnosed with brain cancer – stage 4 glioblastoma – who 

pledged to end her own life under Oregon’s Death With Dignity Law, died in her home from a 

lethal dose of barbiturates [2]. However, not everything is found under the limits of 

euthanasia, for instance, if a mentally competent person chooses to refuse treatment and then 

dies, this is not considered euthanasia. Furthermore, euthanasia is usually mistaken with 

“assisted suicide”, which is defined as intentionally, knowingly and directly providing the 

means of death to another person so that the person can use those means to commit suicide 

[3]. For assisting a patient in his/her suicide, he/she has to fulfil 5 conditions among which one 

can find: discernment, repeated serious request, incurable illness, intolerable physical or 

psychological suffering and terminal prognosis and serious disability. However, it is the patient 

alone who must decide if the quality of the life left to him is bearable or not, and thus he must 

be informed of his/her condition.  Therefore, it is important to understand the difference 

between euthanasia and “assisted suicide” in order to avoid confusions and take into account 

the different legislations in each country.  

Focusing on euthanasia, this practice may be classified into voluntary, non-voluntary and 

involuntary according to whether a patient gives informed consent to conduct the practice. 

Therefore, voluntary euthanasia is that practice conducted with the authorization of the 

patient whereas involuntary euthanasia refers to the action performed against the will of the 

patient. On the other hand, euthanasia is termed non-voluntary when the consent of the 

patient is not available, for example in the case of child euthanasia [4]. These three types of 
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euthanasia can be further divided into passive or active variants. Passive euthanasia entails the 

withdrawal of common treatments necessary for the continuance of life, such as antibiotics. 

While, active euthanasia involves the use of lethal substances to kill, for example administering 

a lethal injection. Therefore, active euthanasia is the most controversial type when considering 

the ethics and legal aspects [4].  

Once we know the limits within which euthanasia lies, one should consider the arguments for 

and against this kind of practice. On one hand, the supporters of euthanasia believe that 

euthanasia is a way of allowing people to “die with dignity”, thus is kinder than forcing them to 

continue their lives with suffer and pain. Moreover, they believe that every patient has the 

right to choose when they want to die because of the right of self-determination. Additionally, 

proponents believe that euthanasia can be safely regulated by government legislation [5]. To 

sum up, supporters of euthanasia believe that this practice is equilibrium of compassion, 

autonomy and public policy, allowing people to do what they want and need in a controlled 

way. On the other hand, we can find some counter arguments, among which one can include 

the availability of alternative treatments (palliative cares and hospices) that nearly relieve all 

the patient’s pain without the necessity of killing the patient. Furthermore, detractors claim 

that “there is no right to be killed and that there are real dangers of slippery slopes”, meaning 

that if the doors to voluntary euthanasia are opened, then it could lead to non-voluntary and 

involuntary euthanasia. Therefore, euthanasia could never be truly controlled due to the fact 

that doctors will be given the power to decide when a patient’s life is not worth living and 

would also impose on them a duty to kill, thus restricting the autonomy of a doctor [5]. 

Is it then easy for the countries to be positioned for or against euthanasia? Each government 

has its laws and regulations, its way of thinking and its program, thus it makes sense to think 

that each country will be positioned for or against euthanasia considering their way of 

thinking. However, despite the fact that there are different political sympathies around the 

world, there is a general tendency to be positioned against euthanasia due to the fact that this 

practice is almost considered a “homicide”. Nevertheless, there are different laws regulating 

euthanasia in the different countries around the world. For instance, the British House of Lords 

Select Committee on Medical Ethics defines euthanasia as “a deliberate intervention 

undertaken with the express intention of ending a life, to relieve intractable suffering” [6]. On 

the other hand, in the Netherlands, euthanasia is understood as a “termination of life by a 

doctor at the request of a patient” [7].  

Therefore, it makes sense to understand that it is 15 years ago today since the Netherlands 

legalized euthanasia. However, they were not the only ones to adopt a law for euthanasia, 

since after the Dutch came the Belgians and then the Luxembourgers. These are the only 

European countries where euthanasia is legal. California and Colombia represent the other 

two places in the Earth where euthanasia is allowed. The legalization of euthanasia in the 

three European countries raised many blisters at that time. In fact, the head of State in 

Luxembourg, Duke Henry, refused to sign the law arguing moral and conscience reasons (a 

year later the parliament would limit his powers and euthanasia was legalized). Taking into 

account that reaction, it makes sense that nowadays some governments prefer not to stand on 
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this issue or rather stay ambiguous. What it is clear though is that euthanasia clearly generated 

and still generates much controversy. However, it should be noted that when the Netherlands 

legalized euthanasia, they clearly determined in which contexts it could be conducted, 

indicating that such a practice would not be considered a crime as long as the doctor 

respected some really strict criteria. Among these, the patient had to be unbearably suffering 

without any prospect of improvement, he must have unequivocally expressed his willingness 

to die and the doctor must have asked for a second opinion to a colleague. Nowadays, 

additional criteria have been added to the list that was started 15 years ago, where one can 

find the following: “after conducting euthanasia the doctor is bound to immediately report to 

one of the five regional commissions, which consist of a doctor, a lawyer and an ethicist who, 

together, would study the case and judge whether the requirements have been met. 

Otherwise, they shall inform the prosecutor” [8]. 

I have also mentioned “assisted suicide” and its differences between euthanasia. Therefore, it 

also makes sense to think that the legal issues and laws regarding “assisted suicide” compared 

to euthanasia are different, and that the countries where this practice is legal are also 

different. “Assisted suicide” is legal in Switzerland and some states from the United States of 

America (USA), including Oregon, Washington, Montana and Vermont. It is also legal in the 

Netherlands and Luxembourg, but it is not in Belgium [3]. 

“I have the right to die with dignity”, some would argue. Others would claim, “the alternative 

treatments will relieve all the pain without the need of killing”. But try and put yourself in the 

other people’s shoes, how would you act if you were told you were going blind after already 

being deaf? This was the case of a pair of identical twins, Marc and Eddy Verbessem, who were 

born deaf and discovered they would go blind. These 45-year-old brothers from Antwerp were 

euthanized in 2012 by lethal injection at Brussels University Hospital in Jette, after spending 

their entire lives together. It is important to highlight that their case was highly controversial 

as neither twin was suffering extreme physical pain nor was terminally ill. However, David 

Dufour, the doctor who presided over the euthanasia, claimed the twins had made the 

decision in “full conscience”, and thus their decision had to be respected [9]. How would you 

act in this case if you were one of the twins? And, would you support the doctor’s decision? 

Being deaf does not mean you will not have a normal life, the nowadays’ technology and 

science has evolved up to a point that offers you, in the case of deafness, the necessary means 

to live as any other person in the world. At this point it will not make sense to seek for 

euthanasia because your life was not compromised. But what happens if after spending half of 

your life with your twin brother, sharing experiences, one day they tell you that you are going 

blind? It is true the life you were living before will not be the same, you will find more 

obstacles and will need time to adapt to the new one, but in any case, are you suffering an 

unbearable pain and need substances to relieve your suffering? Does it make sense to choose 

death when learning you will go blind? What really tipped the scale in favour of euthanasia 

was the feeling of the right to live a decent life. It is true the doctor agreed on their decision 

and reasoning, therefore does it mean that he would conduct euthanasia in all those cases 

when his patients feel they are not going to live a decent life? The controversy is completely 

served; it felt like they did not meet all the criteria to conduct euthanasia, that it was just a 
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matter of feeling that the patients were not living a decent life. Moreover, the doctor’s 

performance followed his own criteria instead of the ones stipulated by law. Thus, should 

euthanasia have been conducted in this case? 

Along this paper I have been talking about human euthanasia, but the fact is that not every 

single person is considered in the laws and legislations underlying euthanasia. In fact, there is 

another type of euthanasia, which is child euthanasia. This is even a more controversial form 

of euthanasia, which is applied to children who are generally ill or suffer from significant birth 

defects. What are the ethical considerations in these specific cases? Have the European 

countries that have legalized euthanasia (the Netherlands, Luxembourg and Belgium) also 

allowed child euthanasia? Is there any notable example? In case a newborn’s life should be 

contested, the parents along with the doctor’s opinion are the ones who determine their 

child’s future. When making the decision some considerations should be taken into account 

including the cost of the treatment (both medical resources and availability) and the 

newborn’s quality of life. However, there are on-going debates about the parent’s roles in 

choosing euthanasia for their children, and whether this can be considered voluntary 

euthanasia. In addition, even more heated debates have been sparked when comparing child 

euthanasia to infanticide, when proposing that child euthanasia should be permitted in cases 

of severe birth defects, or even when stating that paediatric euthanasia may be ethical even in 

the absence of parental consent [10, 11, 12]. Bioethicists argue that killing a newborn “should 

be permissible in all the cases where abortion is, including cases where the newborn is not 

disabled” [13]. And how is child euthanasia regulated in the European countries? The first 

country to allow voluntary child euthanasia without any age limit was Belgium on February 

2014. Surprisingly as it may be, in the Netherlands, euthanasia remains technically illegal for 

patients under the age of 12. However, several cases of infant euthanasia have been 

documented and thus a protocol, although prompting a very critical response, has been 

developed in order to follow it in those cases. In addition, a Dutch paediatrician argued that in 

the United Kingdom, where euthanasia is not formally legalized but is a country that has been 

documented to already perform “mercy killings”, should be allowed to conduct child 

euthanasia openly. Finally, I will consider and discuss a notable example of child euthanasia, 

the case known as Harry Haiselden and the Baby Bollinger. In 1915, the Bollinger marriage had 

a child who was born with various physical abnormalities. Their surgeon, Harry J. Haiselden, 

advised the Bollinger parents to forgo the surgery that could save their baby’s life and 

advocated for euthanasia under the idea of “mercy killing” [14]. Was that the right decision to 

make? How would the Bollinger’s baby life have been? In such a case, you really have to trust 

on the doctor’s expertise and opinion, as you do not know how the baby’s life would be in case 

you perform the surgery. The advantages and drawbacks from a human point of view have to 

be taken into account, as well as keeping in mind that is a baby and maybe is not worth to 

condemn him to a life full of unbearable pain, suffering and going from hospital to hospital. 

However, the problem is that is not your life and you do not know how the future of the baby 

would have been. 

To sum up, the practice of ending up a very sick person’s life (terminal illness or unbearable 

suffering) because they have expressed their willingness to do so is known as euthanasia. 
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Definitely, when discussing about a person’s life, the legal and ethical aspects have to be 

considered, which inevitably generates controversy. However, the limits within which 

euthanasia lies are really strict and it is not a common practice around the world. One only has 

to take a look at the number of countries where euthanasia is legalized, and would be 

surprised that only in three European countries (the Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg) 

and in two other places in the Earth (Colombia and California) euthanasia is legal. However, it 

should be noted that at the end each case is different and the doctors who accept to conduct 

euthanasia have different feelings, thus each patient’s case seeking for euthanasia should be 

studied in depth and then one should decide. The humanitarian side of every people arises, 

and even rises to the top when you are in direct contact with the patient, therefore some 

decisions of conducting euthanasia become really controversial. In fact, it even goes to 

another level when the patient is a child, does he deserve to live in such a way? It is true that 

multiple considerations should be taken into account to conduct euthanasia, but it is even 

more important to never forget that these people seeking for euthanasia have feelings, suffer 

and they deserve, as we all do, to live a completely decent life. Euthanasia is a practice that 

can be controversial, but never forget that those who seek for this practice are suffering. And 

no one deserves to live in a way they do not want to. Therefore, euthanasia gives everyone 

“the right to a decent life”.  
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