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It is a fairly widespread feature of our culture that suicide is looked upon with such a mixture of fear and disapproval that it’s very hard to
discuss the topic calmly and clearly. Most people think that you’ve got to be crazy to kill yourself. Indeed, the very fact that you are
contemplating” suicide in a desperate situation is evidence that you’re crazy. And if you’re not crazy, then it shows that you’re immoral.
Suicide, they say, is never the morally right thing to do.

So it’s easy to become emotional when thinking about this subject. Still, what I propose to do is to examine the issue systematically. And
the very first thing to do, in thinking about the topic of ending one’s own life, is to distinguish questions of rationality from questions of
morality. I’'m going to begin the discussion by focusing exclusively on the former, asking under what circumstances, if any, suicide would be
the rational thing to do. Only later will we turn to questions about morality which concerns whether or not an act of suicide is right or
wrong, and when, if ever, suicide would be a morally permissible thing to do. In posing this distinction, I argue that these questions must
come apart, or at least that they need to be examined separately.

Let’s simply say, as we turn to the evaluation of suicide from the rational point of view, that we are going to restrict our attention to
questions of rational self-interest, questions of what benefits or harms the person who is contemplating suicide. Even if there is more to
rationality than simply doing what is best for oneself, it is possible to think that normally, at least, considerations of self-interest are the most
significant ones for determining the rationality of suicide.

Is it ever rational to end one’s own life? Suppose, for example, that you accept a certain position, according to which the quality of life is
a matter of adding up all the pleasure and subtracting™ all the pain. Since the question we are asking is whether it would be better for me to
have my life end now, we want to know whether the life I would have will be good on the whole, or bad. So we add up the total amount
of pleasure and also add up the total amount of pain—taking intensity and duration into account for both calculations. We subtract the pain
from the pleasure and look to see what the grand total is. If the total is positive, your life is worth continuing. If negative, it is not. A life
with a negative balance would be filled with sufficient pain and suffering, and you would be better off not having it. Suicide can be rationally
justified under certain circumstances if we are evaluating suicide from the perspective of rational self-interest.

Is it ever morally permissible to end one’s own life? So, let’s look at that topic now. As I said before, morality deals with the question of
whether an act is right or wrong. Suppose an army pilot’s single-seater plane goes out of control over a heavily populated area; he has the
choice of staying in the plane and bringing it down where it will do little damage but at the cost of certain death for himself, and of escaping
to save his life and letting the plane fall where it will, very possibly killing other people. Suppose he chooses to do the former because he
feels obliged to perform a moral duty to save lives, and so sacrifices himself. Does anyone want to say that his action is morally wrong? To
end one’s own life isn’t always morally permissible, but it is sometimes permissible.

* contemplate: to consider doing something in the future ** subtract: to take a number from another number
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