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Does a Person  
Ever Have a 
���������������� to Die?

John Hardwig, “What About the Family?”
Hastings Center Report (March-April 
1990): 5-10.

John Hardwig, “Is There a Duty to Die?”
Hastings Center Report (March-April, 
1997): 34-42.
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Hardwig, “What About the Family?”
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Parents want to disconnect Lisa’s feeding tube and 
allow her to die.

� Age: 8 years

� Numerous aspiration pneumonias led to 
gastrostomy

� Minimal response to environment; few spontaneous 
movements

� Not in persistent vegetative state, but only minimally 
responsive since age of three

� Prognosis poor. Recovery with minimal 
improvement is rare
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�Nurses oppose removal of feeding tube: “she 
enjoys music and recognizes voices”

�Examining physician: Not in a persistent 
vegetative state, but close. Slim chance of 
recovery.

�Family: “5 years of living hell. We’ve done all 
we can. The whole family is suffering 
tremendously.”
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“Our medicine enables us to survive 
longer than we can take care of 
ourselves, longer than we know what 
to do with ourselves, longer than we 
even are ourselves.”

“We fear death too much.”

“To have reached the age of, say, 
75 or 80 years without being 
ready to die is itself a moral 
failing, the sign of a life out of 
touch with life’s basic realities.”

John Hardwig

“For me, a far greater horror [than 
death] would be stealing the futures 
of my loved ones in order to buy a 
little more time for myself.”

John Hardwig
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“My own grandfather committed suicide after his 
heart attack as a final gift to his wife--he had 
plenty of life insurance but not nearly enough 
health insurance, and he feared that she would be 
left homeless and destitute if he lingered on in an 
incapacitated state.”

John Hardwig

“Most people treat the manner of their 
deaths as of special, symbolic importance: 
they want their deaths, if possible, to 
express and. . .vividly to confirm the 
values they believe most important in 
their lives.”

Ronald Dworkin, Life’s Dominion, p. 211, quoted by James Lindemann
Nelson, “Death, Medicine, and the Moral Significance of Family Decision 
Making, Michigan Family Review, Vol. 1, 1995.
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“It is one of the tragedies of our 
lives that sometimes one who 
wants very much to live can 
nonetheless have a duty to die.”
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“There is something deeply insulting in an 
ethic that would ask only what I want(or 
would have wanted) when I become ill. 
Recognizing a duty to die affirms my moral 
agency [and recognizes] that I can still do 
things that make an important difference in 
the lives of my loved ones.”

John Hardwig (1997)
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Oregon Medical Association Guidelines for Implementing 
Physician-Assisted Suicide
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Joan: “I could never 
encourage my mother 
to give up. She is not 
only my mother, but 
she has been my 
closest friend for as 
long as I can 
remember.”

Rose: “Of course I want to 
live. I have some time left, 
I’m not in pain, and I’m 
afraid to die. But I’ve lived 
my life. I don’t think it would 
be right to continue to drain 
my daughter’s and her 
family’s energy and 
resources. They have done 
so much for me, and now 
it’s my time to die.



Duty to Die? Medical Ethics

8

'�����
��)

Joan: “It’s been totally 
exhausting for all of us the 
last 2 years, and I guess we 
can no longer hide it. I 
never thought it would go 
on this long or be so 
draining. Unfortunately 
that’s the message she’s 
gotten from us. We’re a very 
honest family. We don’t 
hide our feelings very well.”

Rose: I don’t think my 
daughter wants me around 
anymore. You know, a mother 
can take care of three 
children, but three children 
can’t take care of one mother. 
That’s the way it is these 
days. All these machines and 
doctors are driving my 
daughter and her family crazy. 
Just keep me comfortable and 
let me go in peace.”
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