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ABSTRACT 

The issue of euthanasia is very much relevant in this contemporary world. From an adult to a child, we see humans suffer either 
physically or mentally. In that situation, is intentionally ending one’s life is a justifiable option with respect to the right of a human being 
or we should look for a different approach which is more suitable to a person rather than an end to a life? In this paper, I will look into 
the Gandhian notion of ahiṃsā and analyze his position on such kind of ethical conflicts. For Gandhi, ahiṃsā is more likely to be a 
religious tool. With his belief on ‘Truth is God’, he implies love towards the God and to the whole humanity as we are all his being. So 
here, I will be touching on three ideas: ahiṃsā, end to life (unbearable suffering) and care. From the modern perspective, terminology 
used is; non-violence, euthanasia, palliative care. I will try to frame the Gandhian holistic approach towards euthanasia and see how far 
can it be acceptable in society? The perspective of Gandhi on these subject matters has not been touched much but if it can help people 
to have a different outlook towards life, death, themselves and society then, in fact, his principles are significant in this modern world. 
Also, there are different stories related to the suffering of animals and humans at the time of Gandhi, where we witnessed his views in 
the favour of an ‘end to life’ which often leads to debate in society. As some people disagree and argue if Gandhi is a strict follower of 
ahiṃsā then how can he support such a violent act of ending life in any situation? Only God can decide a person’s faith and no one else. 
However, the main reason of human mental sufferings is more concerned with sensual pleasure and bodily desire, jealousy, ‘other’ 
behaviour towards him. For this, it is essential to reconsider the care ethical view of Gandhi which can improve the quality of life. 
Although, it is a difficult task to understand the changing psychology of human thoughts still, we should look for the best possible 
solution which will be mostly accepted and ethically upright. 
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Introduction   

The term ‘Euthanasia’1 or a ‘good death’ means intentionally ending one’s life because of unbearable suffering and pain. It 
was first used in medical context by Francia’s Beacon in the 17th century to refer to an easy, painless, happy death. It is true that most 
people consider death as dark or evil. It is a misfortune for them as they want to go on living. When a person dies, not only it affects an 
individual who is on death bed but also his family, his dear ones who are affectionate or might be financially dependent on that person. 
However, we cannot run away from the reality as ‘Death is a universal phenomenon’ and it can occur anytime.   

 
Euthanasia has various aspects; voluntary, involuntary and non-voluntarily. i) Euthanasia is voluntary when it is carried out at 

the request of the person to get himself killed. Sometimes, it is distinguished with assisted suicide, since individual presumably find the 
suicide is for some reason, a difficult step. As to tell other person to kill is easier than to perform such action oneself ii) Involuntary 
euthanasia is the killing of a conscious person who is capable of consenting to their death but do not agree to it. Behind this argument, 
there lie two reasons, first, either a person is not asked. Second, when a person is asked and he prefers to live more, but his condition is 
so ill that his family does not allow. It is like killing someone who has not given his consent to be killed. iii) Non-voluntary euthanasia 
is when a human being is not capable of understanding the choice between life and death then euthanasia would neither be voluntary or 
nor involuntary, but non-voluntary. For example- in case of deformed infants. In Sparta, deformed infants are killed, they are given 
harsh death as they are not fit enough to live in the country and can never have good quality of life. If we study all these aspects, we see 
one case collides with another and have different ethical implications in society.    

 
Euthanasia is considered one of the most controversial topics and is studied from various perspectives; philosophical, legal, 

medical, psychological etc.    
 
Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, a great Hindu influential thinker of India reflected much back in 1928 on the ending of life. 

The case was of a calf who was in unbearable suffering and no medical help could help her to survive. Therein, Gandhiji after having 
discussions with the ashram people and medical consultants came to the decisions to end the life of a calf.   

 
1 Euthanasia (from Greek: εὐθανασία; "good death": εὖ, eu; "well" or "good" – θάνατος, thanatos; "death")   
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In 2018, in a renowned newspaper, ‘The Indian Express’, headlines stated Euthanasia 
Supreme Court order draws on Gandhi’s views. ‘The judgement says Gandhi was of the view that to put “an end to the suffering of 
a patient who is in an unconscious state” would not amount to “ahiṃsā (violence)’2 As we see that Gandhi views on ending of life are 
very much relevant in the modern period. Today, there is a struggle for an individual to take a right decision and court emphasized on 
Gandhian thinking on such matters. We all are aware of the fact that Gandhi practiced satyagraha and non-violence all his life.    
 

Thus, it becomes a matter of debate that how can Gandhi accept any killing or ending of life, if he is so determined with his 
belief on ahiṃsā. However, Gandhiji was well aware that in extreme cases, sometimes relying on violence becomes unavoidable. 
Therefore, in this paper,  

I will be dealing with three topics which will be relating to each other: ahiṃsā, end of life and palliative care.    
   
Gandhian understanding of ahiṃsā   

Ahiṃsā or non-violence means refraining from harming or killing. Gandhiji believed violence should not only be abstained 
from actions but also from words, thoughts and deeds. Considering, non-violence as a means, he says one should be compassionate and 
loving towards others. The highest form of love was embedded for him in a God. For Gandhi, ahiṃsā is a religious tool and an expression 
of love. Loving the highest form i.e., God is loving his creation and the whole of humanity. We should cultivate the feeling of loving 
and caring towards other beings. However, sometimes, it becomes difficult to avoid killing, especially for the soldiers who are fighting 
to save their respective countries. They may not be wrong because they are performing their own duties. 

     
Gandhi, himself was a follower of Sanatani Hindu and if we look at the Hindu tradition, there are four varnas and each varna 

is associated with certain duties.   
 
‘Dharma, “righteousness, morality, or virtuous conduct”, also informs personal morality and family roles: “Thus . . . all the 

activities of the individual are fundamentally religious activities, and there is no aspect of life which can be divorced from Dharma.”3   
Therefore, if a kshatriya avoids his dharma of being a warrior and soldier, he is holding back himself from his duties.   
 

Gandhi conceives ahiṃsā as a religious tool and still believed that in some cases violence becomes unavoidable. For instance, 
rabid dog who is trying to hurt a child should be killed otherwise it will harm a child or spread infections. ‘Gandhi was of the opinion 
that in certain cases violence could be used to protect one’s own life or that of others. However, even in such cases people should not 
resort to violence lightly, and violence could only be used after long critical reflection showed that no other solutions are possible’45    

 
Referring to euthanasia, Gandhi says, if one is living in extreme pain and no medical help could save him, it is better for a 

person to die and his family members should help an individual to have a peaceful death. According to Hindu Dharma, a person should 
have a good death, where his family members perform rituals properly otherwise his atman would not get Mukti. But what about the 
case where a person is willing to live but someone kills him? This is an argument of Involuntary euthanasia where a death is not given 
by one’s consent. Gandhi observed many cases in his times, one particular case was of a child of 4 months, who was suffering from 
some disease for which no effective cure seems beneficial and his father was also suffering from the financial problem. Due to his 
financial condition, he was not in favour to provide medical care and indirectly wants the child to die. Gandhi does not support this idea 
because he feels father had some self-interest in this. Thus, Gandhi was completely opposed to the killing which is out of self-interest. 
In fact, he supported euthanasia only in the case where no medical aid or any other solution could help and there is no self-interest 
involved.    

 
No doubt, we all know that we are mortal beings. Still, everyone has a fear of death. Today, the mental suffering has increased 

which builds in him a sense of jealousy, hatred towards other beings (ahiṃsā in thoughts, words and actions) and this mental unstableness 
affects his overall physical health conditions. Gandhiji says:    

‘Just as one must learn the art of killing in the training for violence, so one must learn the art of dying in the 
training for nonviolence. Violence does not mean emancipation from fear, but discovering the means of combating 
the cause of fear. Nonviolence, on the other hand, has no cause for fear. Training in nonviolence is thus 

 
2 Anantha Krishna G. The Indian Express (New Delhi: Published March 11, 2018)   
3 Firth Shirley.2005. “End-of-life: a Hindu view.” Lancet, p. 682   
4 Joris Gielen. 2012. "Mahatma Gandhi's View on Euthanasia and Assisted Suicide." Journal of Medical Ethics  
5  no. 7, p. 432   
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diametrically opposed to training in violence. Violence is needed for the protection of things external, nonviolence 
is needed for the protection of Atman, for the protection of one’s honour’6  Thus, Gandhi was clear about his view 
on ahiṃsā and its significance in a day-to-day life. If an individual has no self-interest in the other person’s life 
and has no fear of losing material (external things), then he is following the right path of non-violence.   

   
Arguments on Ending Life      

It becomes difficult to argue whether or not euthanasia should be permitted? As it does not only differ from one case to another 
but also from one culture, tradition to another. But here the concern is why is it morally wrong to kill people? Though Gandhi has argued 
no violence is committed and life should be ended if suffering becomes intolerable. To understand better, there is a need to highlight 
how other thinkers have analysed it by highlighting a few cases as well.   

 
James Rachels in his book ‘End of life’ brings out the distinction between death, dying and being dead. Rachels feels it is a 

misconception in the minds of people that death and dying are same. ‘The difference is that dying is a process, which goes on through 
a period of time, while death is an event which occurs at a certain time. While he is dying, a person is still alive: the process of dying, 
and not the event of death is the source of the pain.’7 As understood earlier that people fear from death, is a wrong conception because 
there is no suffering or fear to lose a life after death. It is the dying process to which people fear and suffer. Practically, there is a fear of 
destruction of abilities, desires which makes an individual frustrated. For those who have lived their life completely, satisfied with their 
life willingly surrenders to God (happy death) but those who are young and have certain mishappening occurred in their lives; they are 
dying every day. They feel to be a burden on their family. Their willingness to live further is reduced. Suppose a person who is fit till 
morning met with a severe accident in evening and had to go through a brain surgery where a doctor declared that person has gone to 
coma. Being in a coma is not a death, but we cannot say it less than death as person is alive but he does not have the quality of life.   

 
Similar is the case of a deformed infant where the child is unable to live a better quality of life. Some western countries are 

completely against the infanticide because life of a living being, especially human has the highest value and it should be preserved with 
deformity. However, in some eastern religion (Buddhism, Jainism), we see survival of both humans and animal is equally important. 
Gandhi, being a Hindu thinker believes in Karma. The notion of Karma in Hinduism is if someone is suffering at present, it is because 
of his past deeds. So, this suffering is necessary to purify his soul. A chairman and professor of the dept. of religions at University of 
Hawaii, S. Cromwell Crawford comments: “Karma does not give us the right to keep such people alive and in pain when all they want 
is a peaceful death. Their karma is our dharma. We have a duty to our fellow human beings. If they are suffering because of some sin, 
it is not less a sin to let them suffer.’8  I think it is true, we cannot just leave or hold back from a person thinking he is suffering from his 
past deeds rather we must relieve a person by taking good care of him and do whatever is possible in our hands to help such a person, 
this is our true dharma.   

 
Our Dharma is also based on the family, culture, religion that we grow up. We follow certain rules in society to live but 

sometimes we have to make certain exceptions in rules that are necessary. Similarly, we have to see what is in the interest of an individual 
and mould the conditions for him accordingly. There might be theoretical agreement on euthanasia and assisted suicide but we cannot 
agree that this is the only best solution. Gandhi recommended care for terminally-ill patients and it is necessary for us to look at another 
side of his argument.   
   
Palliative Care for ill-persons   

‘Palliative care’ is different from the ‘end of life’ care. Care signifies providing relief from the suffering and reducing overall 
pain. The latter signifies the care when everyone knows that person has crossed a certain age and is near to death bed whereas palliative 
care can be provided to anyone who is in pain. It is more or less similar to spiritual healing and comforting the individual. Late back in 
1920s, Gandhi stated while briefing about euthanasia and assisted suicide that proper care can change the perspective of an individual 
to see things differently who was willing to die earlier. In the cases like deformed infants, Gandhiji says that one should see first if care 
and medical help could make any improvement in the life of patients.   
 

Palliative care in the modern century can be provided by nurses in hospitals, professionals, experts who are trained to know the 
cause of patient’s suffering. The one way of interpreting the cause of suffering is by knowing the values system, beliefs, purpose of a 
patient/ deceased which has shaped his/her attitude. The great scholar S.M. Fowler (1987) states that ‘the purpose of values clarification 

 
6 Nirmal Kumar Bose. “Selections from Gandhi. (Ahmedabad: Navajivan Publishing House, 1948) p.51   
7 James Rachels. 1986. “The end of life: Euthanasia and Morality (New York: Oxford University Press) p.41   
8 Firth Shirley.2005. “End-of-life: a Hindu view.” Lancet;366: 682, p. 685   
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is to assist individuals to identify those personal and professional values that influence behaviour and their moral decision making. It is 
recognized that the essence of ethical conflict is the clash of values, principles, legal rules, and personal perspectives (Dubler & Liebman, 
2004). The need for values clarification is an essential first step in moral decisionmaking.’9 Nancy Nebeloff Dubler and Carol b. 
Liebman, the consultant for ethics for the New York Health and Hospital Corporation in their book  

  
‘Bioethics Mediation’ show how meditative and meditation techniques can provide solutions in resolving the conflicts of 
patients. But nurses, experts face dilemma when the patients do not cooperate in discussing their problems or refuse 
medication.   

  
The moral decision making in philosophy is judged primarily by the two ethical theories: One is Deontological theory presented 

by Kant that talks about the performance of ‘duty for duty’s sake’. Positively, as per this theory, a nurse has to do her duty despite 
knowing fact that patient may not survive long and medication might not help. Second is a teleological (utilitarian’s theory) which 
believed in the consequential approach that ultimately the person should receive maximum happiness.   
 

In such a scenario, family member, hospital nurses face a moral dilemma in evaluating which course of action can be justified? 
The autonomy and decision-making lie in the hands of an individual first, then with the family. The case of involuntary euthanasia is 
more debatable than voluntary euthanasia. Still, we can think that Gandhian ideas could be effective in trying to receive support for 
palliative care initiatives in India.   

 
Conclusively, I would like to emphasize here that a patient should be given time, proper care, beautiful surrounding which can 

help them in letting go all negativity so that they get enough will from inside to survive. Gandhi ji advised that care can actually prolong 
the life of patient and made their suffering less. Even in medical science, it has been researched that patient who were earlier willing to 
die are now pleased to live more when they received proper care. Gandhi proposed ahiṃsā and care is always advisable first than 
euthanasia and assisted suicide.    
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