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i.
Most contemporary philosophical discussion of the moral issues involved in suicide and suicide intervention presume that the crucial questions boil down to questions of rights and obligations: Does one have the right to end one's own life, or does one have an obligation not to do so?  If there are any such rights or obligations, what should third parties do to honor them? And so on.  I think this has been a received doctrine at least since Kant.
  But I think it is generally acknowledged that at least so far, no one has given a convincing argument to show that there is an obligation against suicide, or that no one ever has a right to kill herself--at least in cases where suicide would not be a way for the agent to dodge obligations or duties to others.  Thus for agents who have no such obligations or duties, there should be no serious moral objections to suicide according to the received doctrine.  I will argue, contrary to the received doctrine, that an adequate treatment of the morality of suicide must deal with difficult moral questions which cannot be illuminated by a considerations of rights, obligations, and duties.  I won't try to answer these questions, but if they are important, and if the emphasis on rights, obligations and duties has distracted philosophers from them, it should be worthwhile to draw attention to them.  Accordingly I will assume in what follows that there are no duties or obligations against suicide per se, and therefore that an agent does have a right to commit suicide in cases where this would not lead to the violation of duties or obligations to others  (generated, e.g., by one's position as a friend, a parent, a promiser, an employee, or a citizen) which the agent has no excuse to violate.  Perhaps this assumption is more controversial than I take it to be, but that will not affect the argument of this paper.  What I want to show is that if (as I take to be the case) an agent does have a right to take her own life, grave moral questions remain for her and for potential interventionists.  


ii.
Here are some hypothetical cases intended to show how little you can settle by assuming that an agent has a right to, and no duty or obligation not to, commit suicide.

   Case 1.  Jones wants to kill himself because he suffers from Huntington's chorea, and is convinced that the disease will soon reduce him to a condition he will not be able to tolerate.  He believes with good reason that there is no cure, and that he will eventually become a burden, incapable of discharging any of his duties or obligations or of doing anything worth living on to do.  But he also fears that suicide would be a coward's way out, and worries about what kind of effect it might have on the happiness of his family and friends.  To tell Jones he has a right (has no duty or obligation not) to commit suicide will do nothing to settle the moral issue of cowardice.  That is because, in cases where a cowardly act does not violate a duty or an obligation, we have a right to do what is cowardly even though cowardice is morally reprehensible.  For example, there are situations in which a policeman has no right to refuse to pursue a criminal, and in which such refusal would be cowardly.  But when the policeman has no right to refuse, that is not because no one has the right to be cowardly, or because everyone has a duty to be brave.  It is because being an on duty policeman obligates you to pursue criminals unless excused by special circumstances.  Where a cowardly act does not involve the neglect of such duties, one has a right to do what is cowardly, even though one ought not to do it.
  But all that means is that moral criticism of the agent, punishment, or intervention intended to prevent or discourage the cowardly behavior must be justified on some grounds other than that the agent had no right to be cowardly.  It does not mean there can be no justification for moral criticism, etc.  There may very well be.  Similarly, although the cowardly nature of what the agent has decided to do does not merit the kind of coercive intervention which might appropriately be used if the agent had no right to do it, that does not mean that no intervention of any kind would be morally acceptable, or that the agent should do what is cowardly.  The point is not that cowardly behavior is OK; it isn't.  The point is that what is wrong with cowardly behavior is not that one has a duty or an obligation to refrain from it.  Jones and those who will be affected by his decision must decide whether his suicide would be inexcusably cowardly,  but whether it is will not depend upon Jones' rights, obligations, or duties.

   Case 2. Another Jones has good reason to think that although it would be a sacrifice, (she wouldn't live to enjoy goods, pleasures and satisfactions that were likely to come her way) taking her own life would do no great harm and would actually benefit some people (including charities and worthy people remembered in her generous and well funded will).  Even if she believes she has a right to commit suicide it would make perfectly good sense for her to ask if she morally should take her own life.  She might decide she should because it would be a kindly, generous thing for her to do.  But having a right to do something does not by itself entail or imply that she ought to do it.  To decide whether she should take her own life, this Jones would have to ask whether in fact it would do enough good to make her sacrifice morally commendable instead of foolish  Even if taking her life is exactly what a genuinely kind and generous person might do, Jones would also do well to consider her motivation.  Making a sacrifice to benefit others can be virtuous; doing what looks like a sacrifice out of an unworthy desire for posthumous admiration or gratitude can be vicious.  The supposition that Jones has a right to commit suicide doesn't help settle issues like these.

   Case 3.  A third Jones is a friend of the others and knows they are contemplating suicide.  Should she try to prevent them from doing so?  If so, how much can she do without becoming a meddler or giving way to grandiosity or sentimentality?  How little can she do without being callous?  Should she approach them or wait for them to come to her?  Would any kind of restraint or coercion be justifiable?  If so, under what circumstances?  If their decisions are irrevocable and they want her to help them kill themselves, should she help them?  If so, what kinds of help should she offer?  And so on.  These are examples of the questions a potential interventionist must face.  All of them can be asked by someone who believes Jones I and Jones 2 have a right to commit suicide and believes that she has a right either to intervene or to refrain from intervening.


iii.
Let us see how the questions raised in the hypothetical cases differ from questions about rights, duties, and obligations.

   The Joneses are concerned with whether certain conduct would be worthwhile and good, and whether alternative courses of action would be bad or unworthy.  By contrast, rights, obligations, and duties tend in general to preclude such questions.  If I violate a duty or obligation, (e.g., I do not provide the services I am under contract to perform, I fail to do what I promised, I do not pay my debts, etc.) it is no excuse that what I did was for the best.  This is seen clearly in the case of promises and the obligations they generate.  In asking you to promise to do a certain thing, I want you to commit yourself to do it.  A reason for extracting a promise is that I want you to give up your right to decide later on whether to do what I ask of you on the basis of what is best or most worthwhile.  You are supposed to settle such questions before promising.  Once you have promised, all things equal, you will be expected not raise these questions in deciding whether to do what you promised.  This is one of the senses in which promises are said to be binding: they preclude certain considerations on the basis of which your decisions could otherwise be made. The same point holds in general for obligations and duties.  If honoring a duty or obligation were morally required only as a means toward the promotion of some good, it would be morally permissible (if not commendable) to violate a duty or an obligation whenever it turns out that that will do more good than harm.  But obligations and duties don't work that way.  All things being equal, considerations of what is best are not relevant to the question whether to do what one is obligated, or has a duty to do.
   A related point holds for rights.  Whether someone has a right to do something does not depend on whether it is a good, or the best thing for the agent to do.  And there are many cases in which rights must be honored even though honoring them does not accomplish any particular good.  Thus the right to free speech is, subject to certain very special limitations (e.g., the familiar limitation which precludes yelling 'fire!' in a crowded room) the right to say things even if they are so vicious and stupid that saying them will be bad for the speaker and those who hear him.  Similarly, to say that someone has a right to take his life is to say nothing about whether it would be good or bad for her to do, or whether non-coercive intervention (e.g., trying to talk him out of it) would be a good or the best thing for someone else to undertake.

   But now, consider the questions faced by the Joneses.  Jones 1's question is whether it is better to face (and whether he would be a better person if he faced) the dismal life that lies ahead for him as courageously as possible than to avoid further decline by killing himself.  Jones 2 asks whether it is better (and whether she would be a better person for choosing) to live on, or to sacrifice her life in a way that would benefit others.  Jones 3 asks whether a virtuous person would intervene (and if so, how) and, perhaps, whether it would be a kindly act, or an act appropriate to friendship to offer to help the others take their lives, or to settle their affairs for them if they do commit suicide.  These are not questions about what is obligatory, or what one's duties require, or what one does or does not have a right to do.
  They are questions about what it is to be a good (e.g., a brave, or a generous) person.  And they are questions--with regard to the circumstances one may find oneself in and the things which may happen to one--about what an agent should welcome, what she should tolerate, and what she should fear and try to avoid.  They are questions about what sorts of conduct are constitutive of, or conducive to a good life, or a good death, about how one should live, and how one should die.  These are not the kinds of questions an adequate theory of rights, obligations, or duties can exhaust.  They are the kinds of questions raised by Plato, Aristotle, the Stoics, and other ancient Greek philosophers who had surprisingly little to say about rights and duties.

   Ronald Rubin suggested a good reason for this (in conversation).  In a society whose members agree pretty much about what it is good to do, there is little need for a notion of rights. That concept is needed where consensus is lacking and people find it intolerable or impossible to live according to each others' conceptions of what is good.  Then the idea develops that certain conduct should be allowed and protected by others or by the state even if they do not approve of it.  People are said to have the right to do these things, and the duty to respect that right.  The idea is to promote or protect freedom of action in the absence of agreement over what is good.  If this is correct, and the function of the concept of rights is to solve the problem of how to discourage certain interferences with conduct among people who don't share each others' conception of the good, it is not surprising that deciding what one has a right or a duty to do needn't be the same thing as deciding what it would be good for one to do.


iv.
Second thoughts.  The above is pretty much what I wrote about suicide in 1979.  I still agree with its main ideas.  But reading it again 20 years later, I wish I had treated them differently in the following respects.

 


a]
I'm not very satisfied with my original choice of targets.  I still believe it is worth considering   moral questions about suicide which depend on virtues and vices rather than rights, duties, or obligations, but moral theorizing doesn't seem now to be driven as much by a focus on rights, obligations, and duties as it was in the 1970s.  Furthermore, trying to reduce morality to a system of rights and obligations wasn't then, and still isn't the only way to obscure the importance of questions of virtue.  Utilitarianism is one obvious example which my original paper ignored.  I should have noted, e.g., that the questions of whether taking one's life would be cowardly (case 1) or genuinely charitable (case 2), or whether a particular sort of intervention  would be callous, grandiose, selfish, etc., (case 3) cannot be reduced to, or greatly illuminated by, thinking about utilitarian questions of what would contribute most to the general happiness..

   But in order to illustrate how questions of virtue and vice differ from questions of duties, rights, and obligations §iii argued that in deciding whether to commit suicide, an agent should consider what it would be best for her to do.  My argument was that if the morality of suicide depended just on rights, obligations, or duties, the consideration of what would be the best thing for the agent to do would be inappropriate or irrelevant.  Even if 'what would be best' isn't understood (as a utilitarian would understand it) in terms of the general happiness, why doesn't this argument doesn't commit me to a consequentialist construal of the questions the Joneses' face? 

   Consequentialists believe there is some item, G (the general happiness, or the overall good, or the proper distribution of goods, for example) such that whether a decision or a piece of conduct is morally acceptable, commendable, or deplorable, depends upon whether and to what extent it accords with the principle that G should be maximized.  But contrary to consequentialism, there are cases in which the best thing for an agent to do is morally acceptable or even commendable regardless of whether it tends to maximize G.  There are cases in which the best thing for the agent to do happens to promote G, but its accordance with a consequentialist maximization principle does not explain why it, and the decision to do it are morally acceptable or commendable.  And there are cases in which considerations of maximizing principles fail to capture, or even to figure among the moral concerns of a virtuous agent.   

  Case 1. will illustrate this if we add a few details.  Suppose that Jones' ingrained character traits make the prospect of becoming the burden to his relatives and friends, and leading the degraded life he expects his disease will bring utterly repulsive to him.  If he thought that living on would give him any real chance of promoting anything he values highly, he would reject suicide as a cowardly and self indulgent way out.  Careful reflection has convinced him that there is so little chance of this that it would be foolish, rather than brave, for him to live on in hopes of promoting his values.  These and related considerations lead him to take his life.  But Jones is considerate and sensitive to the needs of others, and so he does what he can to minimize the distress his suicide might cause.  He explains his decision to those an explanation will help.  He arranges to have his body discovered and disposed of as conveniently as possible.  He leaves a helpful and kindly suicide note, etc.  

   Among the character traits which influence Jones decision are attitudes towards various courses of action, kinds of life, and the sorts of values they promote or discourage.  These attitudes determine which of the available alternative courses of action Jones will able to take seriously, and how much importance he will attach to their various features.  What I'll call decision making dispositions make up another of Jones' character traits.  They determine which decisions Jones tends to deliberate over, and the manner in which deliberates.  They also determine which decisions he tends to make with little or no deliberation, and how he goes about making them.
  In addition, there are dispositions of action which determine the ways he tends to go about doing what he decides to do--which kinds of things he pursues considerately or insensitively , thoughtfully or impulsively, vigorously or halfheartedly, flexibly or rigidly, etc.
  

   I am supposing that Jones' attitudes and dispositions are those of a virtuous agent.
  Suppose also that in deliberating over what to do, Jones carefully and intelligently considers all of the merits and drawbacks of the alternatives which his attitudes and dispositions allow him to take seriously.  Virtuous agent that he is, all Jones thinks about in deciding what to do is the question of which course of action affords him the best prospect of avoiding what would be cowardly, weak, self indulgent, and otherwise shameful, and which course of action offers the best prospect of achieving as much of what he values as his situation allows.  On these assumptions, consequentialist maximization principles fail to capture the moral issues Jones actually grapples with in deciding what to do and how to do it.  

   Given the chance, the consequentialist might advise Jones to use a maximization principle to guide his decision.  But consequentialism offers no guarantee that Jones could have followed any such advice.  Nothing a consequentialist theory could plausibly say rules out the possibility that the long term effects of the relevant alternative courses of action depend on factors which are too complex or too uncertain for anyone to compare the influences they might have on the promotion of G.  Given our assumptions about his character, if Jones figures out what it would be best for him to do without being able to figure out which of the alternatives would best accord with the relevant consequentialist maximization principle, his decision and his conduct will nevertheless be virtuous.  Surely his inability to make reasonably good guesses about his suicide's long term effects on G is no reason to think that his decision was cowardly, self indulgent, inconsiderate, or otherwise non-virtuous.  Even if Jones isn't aware of, or doesn't try to guide himself by a maximization principle this doesn't make his conduct any less brave, considerate, or otherwise virtuous than it would otherwise have been..

   Quite apart from the issue of how Jones should make his decision, the leading idea of consequentialism is that with regard to the moral evaluation of a decision or a piece of conduct, what matters most is whether they are in fact the kinds of decisions (behaviors) which tend to maximize G.  But virtuous decisions and virtuous acts are at the very least morally acceptable.  If my sketch of Jones includes enough for us conclude that he made and acted on his decision virtuously, we don't need to consult a maximization principle in order to evaluate him; we already know enough to conclude that both his decision and his conduct were morally acceptable, if not commendable. 

   Finally, suppose  the best of the courses of action Jones' character allowed him to consider seriously failed to accord with a consequentialist maximization principle.  Things might be such that Jones' suicide prevents him from completing some G-promoting scientific or literary project, even though there wasn't any good reason to think Jones could have completed the work successfully if he had lived on.  Things might be such that completing the project would require so much of Jones that living on to complete it would have required him to make sacrifices of saintly proportions.  It is obvious that making such sacrifices would be morally commendable.  But it is equally obvious that neither courage, nor generosity, nor self control, nor any of the other virtues require such sacrifices. Thus Jones' suicide could be virtuous even though it tended to detract from instead of promoting G.
  But virtuous behavior is morally acceptable, if not commendable.  Thus consequentialism cannot account for the goodness of Jones' conduct.

   In light of all of this, let me try to restate the point I wanted to make in §iii.  If you have an obligation, or a duty to do such and such, then, all things being equal, you are morally debarred from refraining to do it on the grounds that it would be best for you to refrain--where 'it would be best' is to be understood (as above) to mean that refraining would best suit your attitudes and dispositions. But virtuous decisions and actions depend upon on what would be the best thing for the agent to do.  Suppose you find yourself in a situation in which your duties and obligations do not preclude you (or someone who is evaluating your behavior) from taking into consideration what would be the best thing for you to do (still understood as above).  Suppose that the best thing for you to do is what would best suit the attitudes and dispositions of a virtuous agent.  In such a situation it is virtuous, and hence morally acceptable or commendable for you to make your decision and to act on the basis of what would be the best thing for you to do.
  If any of the Joneses have the right to commit suicide, it is morally permissible for them to decide what to do on the basis of what it would be best (most virtuous) for them to do.  And if what I have said about Jones1 is correct, neither utilitarianism nor any other form of consequentialism will shed much light on the morality of his decision.  I suppose that the same considerations hold for many potential suicides, and for at least some people who must decide whether or how to intervene.   


b]
I neglected to consider connections between the virtues and the moral positions of agents in situations which bring general moral considerations into conflict with one another.  In some of these cases, it is the possibility of suicide which generates the conflict.  These cases are of interest because of virtues which bear on the moral worth of the agent's conduct even though the issues the agent must confront fall under general moral principles which are independent of those virtues.  For example, here is a situation you could find yourself in if you were a licensed psychiatrist with an MD, assigned to a hospital in Southern California (and other places as well, I would guess).  



Case 4.
One of your patients is Jones, a 93 old man who has been retained (as required by law) for observation, and placed (as required by hospital policy) in the geriatric psychiatry ward after a failed suicide attempt.  Jones has lived a useful and satisfying life.  He has accomplished nearly everything he could reasonably hope to accomplish for himself, his family, and others of concern to him.  He has accepted the fact that at his age and physical condition leave him no real chance to attain any of the significant goals that remain.  He is alert, intelligent, and in full possession of his mental faculties.  His personality has undergone no remarkable recent change.  He has many interests which he pursued vigorously and enjoyed greatly until a year or so ago.  Then he become so weak and tired that he could no longer do much that made life worth living for him.  Competent physicians narrowed down the possible causes of his fatigue to diseases whose only available treatments would be invasive, unpleasant, expensive, and unlikely to do him much good.  He is understandably unwilling to undergo such treatments.  He attempted suicide because he finds his quality of life unsatisfactory and believes with very good reason that it will continue to decline.  Although he suffers no physical pain, he finds his present existence pointless, demeaning, and highly distressing.  He has made it clear that he will try once again to kill himself as soon as he is released from the hospital.  His immediate family members understand his situation.  They regret, but respect his wishes.  He is under no obligations a successful suicide would violate.  

   As Jones' physician, you know all of this.  You must decide whether to approve his release, or make him stay in the geropsych ward (which Jones ruefully describes as 'a severe discipline') for further psychiatric and physical treatment.  By the wording of the Hippocratic oath and the nature of the medical profession it is plausible for you to assume as a general principle that physicians should spare their patients unnecessary and pointless discomfort and indignity. You can spare Jones a great deal of pointless discomfort and indignity by releasing him.  But it is also commonly assumed as a general principle that physicians should seek to preserve life.
  You can prolong Jones' life by detaining him.  Since one principle argues for release and the other principle argues against it, you can't follow both of them.

   Case 4 is analogous to a physics problem which requires you to figure out how an object will behave under the simultaneous influence of a number of different factors when the general principles
  those factors fall under cannot simultaneously be satisfied by a single object.(See Cartwright [1983] Chp. 2,3)
  Unless one of those influences is strong enough to swamp the others, the best solution will not be an instance of any single principle.  Since the relevant principles call for incompatible behaviors, no solution can agree with of all of them.  The general principles set the problem. They must be used in figuring out its solution.  But finding a good solution is not (and cannot be) a matter of simply deriving an instance of one or more of the competing principles.  The goodness of a treatment of this sort of problem depends, among other things, upon how simple, elegant, economical, and reliable it is, and upon whether the solution it delivers is accurate and precise enough for the purposes at hand.  Case 4 is analogous to this kind of physics problem because any adequate solution must disagree with at least one of the conflicting principles.  Even if a morally good solution to case 4 agrees with one of the conflicting moral principles (e.g., if the best thing for you to do is to discharge Jones because that's the only way not to prolong his discomfort and indignity) its agreeing with one of the of the conflicting  moral principles isn't what makes it a good solution.  Just as what makes a solution to the physics problem a good solution is not its falling under one of the conflicting scientific laws but, rather, its accuracy, precision, etc., so  the best solution in case 4 would be the one which is the most humane, compassionate, unsentimental and is as sensitive as possible both to Jones' needs and wishes, and to the standards of your profession.  For a solution to agree with one of the conflicting principles is not the same thing as, and does not guarantee, its combining enough of these virtues to make it morally commendable, or even, acceptable. 

   The intellectual virtues which enable a physicist to solve problems involving conflicting causal influences include a good grasp of the relevant physical principles and mathematical techniques, and skill in applying them to complicated systems.  Someone with these virtues will have the knack of seeing which complicating factors can be abstracted away without compromising the solution.  She will be good at choosing a mathematical strategy and making simplifications needed to facilitate its execution without sacrificing too much precision or accuracy.  Such virtues involve a great deal more than, and can by no means be reduced to, the ability to recognize or derive instances of general principles.  Some of the virtues which enable an agent to solve moral problems in cases where general principles come into conflict are compassion, respect for those your decision will affect, sensitivity to the relevant features of a case, and intelligence in practical matters (what Aristotle called phronesis.  A second point of analogy between the moral and the physics problems is that the moral virtues involve a great deal more than, and cannot be reduced to, or otherwise accounted for in terms of, the ability to recognize or derive instances of general moral principles.

   A Kantian ethicist might object that if you correctly consider the moral principles and factual details at work in cases like case 4, you will discover that the moral principles don't really conflict, and (better still!) that the proper decision can be inferred from them.
  This is no more plausible than the analogous claim that general scientific principles are always sufficient determine the correct solution to complex problems.  But even if we grant it for the sake of argument, it certainly won't be easy to figure out how the apparently conflicting moral principles can be reconciled, and then to figure out exactly what course of action they argue for.  Recognizing the correct moral solution will involve exactly the virtue of practical wisdom an agent would need if, as I suppose, the moral principles cannot be reconciled.


c]
Someone might object as follows.  Virtues are supposed to be personality traits we should cultivate by acting virtuously because they are conducive to human flourishing.  Vices are supposed to be traits we should avoid (also by acting virtuously) because they impede human flourishing.  But if the dead can neither flourish nor fail to flourish,
 how can the fact that killing yourself would be cowardly or brave, considerate or self indulgent, etc. be a reason (let alone a moral reason) to commit or refrain from committing suicide?  One thing to say about this is that it is no objection to the idea that the virtues and vices are crucial moral considerations with regard to third parties in cases 3 and 4 (unless, for some reason, they think the main point of suicide prevention is to promote the would be suicide's virtues).  With regard to the agent who considers suicide, the objection raises questions I don't know how to answer.  Plato introduced the idea that the virtues are conducive to human flourishing
 as part of an account of why we should be just instead of unjust.  Just acts make you just, and justice is conducive to human flourishing, he thought.  If so, self interest provides a good reason to act justly.  Unjust acts promote a vice—a character trait which tends to make its possessor's life less satisfactory than would the corresponding virtue.  And so, Plato thought, self interest argues against acting unjustly.  And subject to qualifications we needn't consider here, he believed the same thing about the other virtues and vices.  But if Plato thought one should do what's virtuous in hopes of attaining future (or continued) flourishing, our objection makes it hard to see how his account would apply to the moral deliberations of potential suicides.  For anyone who wishes to give a Platonic account of why one shouldn't want to end one's life in an unjust, cowardly, or otherwise vicious way, this raises questions about what it is to flourish, what constitutes a good life, and what factors can influence the goodness of a potential suicide's life.  Even though one's life, along with one's flourishing or failing to flourish ends at death, perhaps a cowardly, self indulgent, or otherwise vicious suicide can make the life the suicide lived a worse life  than it would have been if the agent had died a virtuous death.
  If so, is that enough to make the Platonic story about why one ought not commit a vicious suicide plausible?
  If not, is there any other way to get a Platonic account of why we should act virtuously to apply to suicide? 

   Whatever the answers to such questions may be, I don't think the objection is a difficulty for my view.  The objection raises problems for the view that self interest explains why it's reasonable for a potential suicide to consider whether it would be virtuous or vicious for her to kill herself.
  But my view is not a view about how to explain the motivation for a suicide's consideration of such things---let alone the Platonic view about why one should be virtuous.  My view is simply that the virtues and vices are crucial to morality of a suicide, and that real world questions about whether it would be virtuous or vicious to commit suicide, to help or intervene, etc., do not reduce to questions about rights, duties or obligations, or about utilitarian or other consequentialisms, nor is it a view about what accords or fails to accord with any other non virtue-based moral principle.  It is silent on the issues raised by the objection to a Platonic account of why the potential suicide should be concerned with the virtues and vices.  
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.  

� Except for the second thoughts of §iv, a number of stylistic changes, and some minor clarifications, what follows is a revised version of what I wrote for Margaret Pabst Battin's and David J Mayo's anthology on suicide.(Battin and Mayo [1980])  I am indebted to Margaret Battin for suggesting the project and for helpful suggestions for the original version--and to Rosalind Hursthouse for giving me this opportunity to reconsider and try to improve the paper.  


� Kant is an excellent example of the view I oppose: that the crucial moral issues about suicide (and almost everything else for that matter) are questions of duty.  His most famous attempt to show for a special and limited class of cases that suicide violates duty can be found in Kant [1956] p. 89.


� In the original version of this paper I reminded readers that the fact that nothing in the meaning of 'ought' requires you to think that the reason one ought not act in a cowardly way is that one has no right to act in a cowardly way,, or that one has a duty or an obligation, not to do what is cowardly.  Sometimes you ought not do what you have a right to do because it is stupid, or unkind, or inconsiderate, or simply more trouble than it's worth etc.  I am omitting the original note because this point has become so familiar that it ought not be discussed at length.   


�  See Rawls [1955], pp.3-32, and Nozick [1974] Chp. 3.  Very roughly speaking, the 'all things being equal' clause amounts to the following.  There are extraordinary circumstances in which it is excusable to rethink a promise on the basis of what harm  its performance would do.  Thus I may find out that although neither of us could have known it at the time I made the promise to you, its performance would bring about consequences neither of us could accept.  But it is only in extraordinary circumstances that a reconsideration on the basis of what is best is admissible.  


� In support of this, consider the fact that what is done merely out of duty or obligation , though it may be morally correct or even praiseworthy, is not correct or praiseworthy as an act of friendship, kindness, bravery, charity, etc.


� I am indebted to Charles Young for pointing out that scarcities of goods, competitiveness, and the ways in which goods are distributed are also reasons why a system of rights might be needed.  But even if a society developed and abided by a system of rights for these reasons, people with very different conceptions of what it is to be a good person or to lead a good life could still agree about each others' rights and obligations.  Because the virtues are supposed to be the character traits that make a good person good or which are conducive to a good life, it should follow that an adequate account of rights and obligations whose function is to help with problems arising from scarcity, competition, and distribution as well as from differing conceptions of the good need not tell us enough about virtues (vices) and virtuous (vicious) acts to answer the Joneses' questions about suicide. 


� See fn. 1.I am indebted to Paul Hurley and Charles Young for comments which helped with this section. 


� This is not an exhaustive list of the components of virtuous (or vicious) character traits, but we don't need to consider any others.


� If, instead of being courageous, considerate, self-disciplined, etc., Jones had been self indulgent, overly fearful, and insensitive, the relevant character traits would have been vices, rather than virtues.


� Jones' suicide might trivially accord a maximization principle, if we allowed such principles as 'act in such a way as to increase the total number of virtuous suicides performed today'.  I don't consider this a genuine consequentialist maximization principle.  Even if it were, it is easy to imagine a case in which Jones' suicide, though virtuous, would fail to accord with it.  Perhaps Jones kills himself in a way that unselfishly and otherwise virtuously uses up a resource without which ten or more  other people would have committed virtuous suicides.


� Perhaps a consequentialist can explain why it is good to be virtuous, or why it is good to deliberate in the way Jones did.  The explanation would be that having the relevant character traits or deliberating in the relevant fashion promotes G.  Whether or not this is a good explanation, it is compatible with what I want to claim, namely that (a) Jones can deliberate and act virtuously without using consequentialist maximization principles as a guide, and (b) Jones' suicide can be virtuous even though it does not promote the relevant G.  


� This has the consequence that once you have legitimately incurred an obligation to do something, that obligation may require you to do it even though it turns out that it would be an unkind, cowardly, or otherwise vicious thing to do. I think this is a good result.  Even though there are some cases in which, e.g., things change unexpectedly in ways which relieve a promisor of the requirement to do what he promised, there are also cases in which people do find themselves obligated to do what is unkind, cowardly, or otherwise vicious.  The same holds for decisions and decision making procedures.  For example, judges and juries are often obligated (by their oaths of office or agreements to serve) to ignore considerations which a virtuous person would want to take seriously in making a decision. 


�  I think it's hard to accept this principle without considerable qualification and refinement, but at least it is plausible. Some people believe not only that physicians should preserve life and spare their patients unnecessary and pointless suffering, but (less plausibly) that they must  do so.  I am assuming for the sake of the argument, that the weak versions of these principles apply to physicians in cases like the one I've described.     


� Philosophers of science once thought that scientific explanation and prediction assume the possibility of true statements of perfectly general, necessarily exceptionless laws of nature.  Now it seems clear that the principles used in the special sciences do not and need not meet such stringent standards.(See Beatty [1995], and Mitchell[1997] for examples in biology.  I think the same holds for physics.(See Cartwright [1982], Woodward [1997].  And although this is not the place to argue for it, I believe that moral principles (like those in case 4) need not be perfectly general, exceptionless, or necessary.  In talking about general principles I do not mean to suggest that perfect generality, lack of exceptions, necessity or even truth (as opposed to reasonably good approximations) must be required of even the best possible formulations of scientific or moral principles.   


� For example, suppose you have to calculate the motion of a small body, a, gravitationally attracted toward another small body, b, and electrically repelled by b (they are both positively charged) when a is mounted on a spring which pushes and pulls it back and forth along a line perpendicular to the line between a and b.  Suppose the air a  moves through is dense enough to affect its motion, and so on.  


� I am indebted to Paul Hurley for telling me about this.


� I don't count not being alive as failure to flourish.


� He actually thinks they are necessary, and that at least one of them, justice, is sufficient for human flourishing!  Young [1997] is the definitive account of Plato's strongest version of this idea..


� As I understand it, this would be possible according to the views of a number of philosophers including Feldman [1991]. 


� One obvious problem here is that if you can't live well or badly after death, it's hard to see why you should care whether your death will bring it about that the life you lived was any better or worse than it would have been had you died another way. 


� This is a general problem for self interest based accounts of the morality of suicide.  If self interest isn't a good reason to worry about whether it would be virtuous to commit suicide, it isn't a good reason for the suicide to be concerned about the utilitarian consequences of a suicide, its connection with duties, rights, and so on.  








