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Abstract 

 

A criticism of assisted death is that it’s contrary to the Hippocratic Oath. This opposition to assisted death assumes 
that death is harmful to the person who dies. In this paper, I argue that the fact that we possess a rational nature is 
insufficient to preclude the possibility that death is in our best interest in the same way it is for our pets. I specifically 
respond to the objection posed by Leon Kass and Thomas Cavanaugh, who resist the comparison between pet 
euthanasia and human euthanasia. I show that their argument, that humans transcend suffering in a way that animals 
cannot, ultimately fails. 
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Introduction 

A common criticism of assisted suicide and euthanasia, together “assisted death,” is that they violate the moral 

prohibition against intentionally killing innocent people. This prohibition often stems from the belief that death 

necessarily harms the person who dies, which is an idea found in numerous contexts, including discussions about the 

intrinsic goodness of life as well as the Hippocratic Oath that commands doctors to give no deadly drug and do no 

harm.1 While the prohibition is appealing to many, it makes sense only if we assume that death is necessarily harmful 

 

1 Finnis believes that life is a basic human good. John Finnis, “A Philosophical Case Against Euthanasia,” in Euthanasia Examined: 

Ethical, Clinical, and Legal Perspectives, ed. John Keown (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 23-35. Cavanaugh 

explicitly states that giving a patient a lethal drug is a harm. Thomas A. Cavanaugh, “Why the Hippocratic Oath Prohibits 

Physician-Assisted Suicide,” Public Discourse, November 20, 2019, https://www.thepublicdiscourse.com/2019/11/57243/ . While 

not contained in the original Oath, the maxim “first, do no harm” is also raised in the same context for the same reason. See 

Andreas Fontalis, Efthymia Prousali, and Kunal Kulkarni, “Euthanasia and assisted dying: what is the current position and what are 

the key arguments informing the debate?” Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine 111, no. 11 (2018): 407–413, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0141076818803452  

https://www.thepublicdiscourse.com/2019/11/57243/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0141076818803452
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to the person who dies, for if death were in someone’s best interest, then that prohibition would state that it would 

be wrong to do something beneficial, which is implausible.2 Accordingly, if it is true that death can be in someone’s 

best interest, then invoking a prohibition against intentionally killing innocents on the basis of doing no harm would 

not constitute a strong objection to assisted death.3  

 This paper uses the analogy of pet euthanasia to critique the claim that death is necessarily bad for us because our 

rational nature allows us to transcend our suffering,4 arguing that the propositions that give us reason to think that 

death can be good for our pets also apply to human beings. Moreover, the concern that we cannot predict future 

quality of life and therefore cannot say for certain that death is ever in someone’s best interest also applies in the 

case of our pets. Ultimately, the pet-human euthanasia analogy gives one reason to think that since pet euthanasia is 

justified, human euthanasia is justified too.  

Pet Euthanasia 

It is a commonly accepted practice to euthanize our pets because we do not want them to continue to suffer.5 This 

means that we often euthanize our pets for their sake. If this is true, which I assume it is, then this practice assumes 

that death can be in our pets’ best interest.  

There are a number of basic propositions that, when taken together, support this belief.  

1. Our pets’ lives can go better or worse, meaning that their well-being and ill-being can fluctuate. 

2. Their amount of future ill-being can outweigh their amount of future well-being.6 

 

2 There has been significant work by deprivationists and Epicureans on the prudential effect of death on the deceased. 

Deprivationists argue that death can be good or bad for you, while Epicureans argue that it cannot. For a good review of the 

debate, see Travis Timmerman, “A Dilemma for Epicureanism,” Philosophical Studies 176, no. 1 (2019): 241-257, 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-017-1014-2, and Steven Luper, “Death,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward 

N. Zalta (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2021), https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2021/entries/death/; 

3 I use “best interest,” “good for,” and “prudentially better” to refer to something that leads to a higher total amount of well-

being. So, saying that x is in someone’s best interest, or is good for someone, or is prudentially better, means that x leads to a 

higher total amount of well-being for that person. 

4 Others have made this comparison. See Jessica Pierce, “Human and Animal Euthanasia: Dare to Compare?,” Psychology Today, 
November 29, 2011, https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/all-dogs-go-heaven/201111/human-and-animal-euthanasia-
dare-compare; Julian Baggini, “Euthanasia for Animals: What Can It Teach Us about Assisted Suicide in Humans?,” Independent, 
July 21, 2015, https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/health-and-families/features/euthanasia-for-animals-what-can-it-teach-
us-about-assisted-suicide-in-humans-10405840.html; Mark S. Komrad and Oliver Glass, “Euthanasia in Animals and Humans: 
Distinctions to Consider,” Psychiatric Times, July 29, 2024, https://www.psychiatrictimes.com/view/euthanasia-in-animals-and-
humans-distinctions-to-consider; John Shand, “Putting Animals & Humans To Sleep,” Philosophy Now, 2018, 
https://philosophynow.org/issues/129/Putting_Animals_and_Humans_To_Sleep. 

5 Any reference to pets should be understood as a reference to typical pets—that is, those animals that can have subjective 

experiences. 

6 The argument I present does not require a simple mathematical approach to measuring ill-being and well-being. Rough 

estimates are sufficient and are, in fact, what we use to determine when to euthanize our pets.  

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11098-017-1014-2
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2021/entries/death/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/all-dogs-go-heaven/201111/human-and-animal-euthanasia-dare-compare
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/all-dogs-go-heaven/201111/human-and-animal-euthanasia-dare-compare
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/health-and-families/features/euthanasia-for-animals-what-can-it-teach-us-about-assisted-suicide-in-humans-10405840.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/health-and-families/features/euthanasia-for-animals-what-can-it-teach-us-about-assisted-suicide-in-humans-10405840.html
https://www.psychiatrictimes.com/view/euthanasia-in-animals-and-humans-distinctions-to-consider
https://www.psychiatrictimes.com/view/euthanasia-in-animals-and-humans-distinctions-to-consider
https://philosophynow.org/issues/129/Putting_Animals_and_Humans_To_Sleep
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3. It is prudentially better for our pets not to exist if the alternative is for them to have greater future ill-being 

than future well-being.7  

4. Death is characterized by nonexistence. 

My position is that our rational nature does not render any of the above basic propositions inapplicable to human 

beings. Like many philosophers, I assert that what mainly distinguishes us from the rest of the animal kingdom is our 

rational nature.8 Accordingly, if there is reason to think death cannot be in our best interest, like it can be for our pets, 

it is likely grounded in the fact that we are the rational animal.9  

With that in mind, I propose that 1 and 4 are not the ones under debate in the pet-human euthanasia analogy. Both 

sides generally agree that human lives can go better or worse, and that death is characterized by nonexistence. This 

leaves propositions 2 and 3. So now the question is whether there is good reason to think that our rational nature 

renders 2 or 3 inapplicable to human beings. I do not believe there is. 

Regarding 2, the fact that we have theoretical and practical rationality, or whatever other trait that characterizes us, 

does not prevent us from having greater future ill-being than future well-being. Indeed, it seems obviously true that 

there are periods of our lives that can be dominated by more suffering, and there is no reason to think that our rational 

nature would make this imbalance impossible for the future of any particular individual. Furthermore, any plausible 

account of well-being must allow for the possible experience of overall suffering — that is, a greater amount of ill-

being than well-being; thus, we need not be committed to any particular theory.  

Our rational nature would also not preclude the applicability of 3, which states that nonexistence is prudentially better 

than having greater future ill-being than well-being. Yes, we can attain truth, we have excellent means-ends reasoning, 

we are self-conscious, and we are moral agents, but these are not the right kinds of reasons to show that 3 is 

inapplicable to humans. What would be needed is a disproof of the position that death is good for us when it deprives 

us of overall future ill-being (deprivationism 10 ), and specifically, a disproof of deprivationism for humans that 

simultaneously allows it to be true for nonhuman animals.   

 

 

7 “Greater” here refers to both quantity and/or quality. I do not provide a formula for how to weigh the two. Importantly, again, 

we do not require such a formula when we judge that it is better for our pets not to exist.  

8 There are other potentially morally relevant differences between humans and pets, but this paper focuses on rationality as a 

key distinguishing factor. And more specifically, the focus is our ability to transcend our suffering that comes from our rational 

nature. 

9 Note that I do not list these propositions to show how the justifiability of pet euthanasia automatically transfers over to the 

human case; rather, my argument is about well-being. I say this because some who push back against the comparison between 

pets and humans will undoubtedly say that human life is more valuable than animal life, and so the moral permissibility of 

euthanizing animals does not transfer over to euthanizing human beings. While that may be true, it is a separate argument. We 

can consistently hold the following two beliefs: (1) human beings are more valuable than nonhuman animals, and (2) death can 

be good for us too. My argument pertains specifically to the latter.  

10 See Nagel for an explanation of why death can be bad for us. Thomas Nagel, “Death,” Noûs 4, no. 1 (1970): 73–80. 

Deprivationists also believe that death can be good for you if it deprives you of future ill-being. L. W. Sumner, Physician-Assisted 

Death: What Everyone Needs to Know (Oxford University Press, 2017), 11–12. 
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The Transcendence of Suffering 

Some who push back against the pet-human euthanasia comparison emphasize our unique ability to transcend our 

suffering. In essence, they argue that due to our rational nature, we can find meaning, draw insights, and even grow 

spiritually when faced with significant obstacles, whereas animals cannot have any of these goods given their limited 

natures.11  The argument of transcendence relates to well-being in the following way: Transcending our suffering 

amounts to attaining higher goods that result from our suffering, and attaining these higher goods means that 

suffering is not a net cost to our overall well-being. The transcendence claim is best understood as a challenge to 

proposition 2 (which is about weighing ill-being against well-being) in the case of humans.  

In response, it is true that humans can transcend suffering in a way that pets cannot; our rational nature does enable 

us to attain higher goods. And, indeed, humans voluntarily do many painful things because we find them to be 

meaningful — e.g., run marathons.12 However, for a few reasons, the fact that we are able to does not mean that we 

will.  

First, while our rationality enables us to attain higher goods, it also enables us to suffer greater bads, so it is not clear 

that the former outweighs the latter. Our pets, on the other hand, presumably cannot suffer existentially.13 They are 

presumably unable to believe that their life was wasted or that it had no meaning. They presumably do not feel toxic 

shame or deep regret. Moreover, while we do have access to medical care, and perhaps better medical care than our 

pets have, existential suffering persists. In fact, the primary reasons people seek an assisted death (in Oregon and 

Canada) are loss of autonomy and inability to engage in activities that make life meaningful to them. And most who 

seek it already receive palliative/hospice care.14  

Second, not all human beings can experience those higher goods due to their age and/or cognitive decline. Infants, 

for instance, presumably do not possess the required cognitive capacities to find meaning, draw insights, or grow 

spiritually. Therefore, for these groups who suffer but will not improve, they will likely experience more overall future 

ill-being. 

And third, even in cases where a human being is attaining higher goods from their suffering, it does not follow that 

they will continue to gain if they continue to suffer. Suppose there is a cancer patient with six months to live. It seems 

unlikely that they must benefit overall from dying in six months rather than in five. On the contrary, it seems likely or 

reasonably expected that, at some point, their quality of life could be overall negative.  

For these reasons, our ability to transcend our suffering does not disprove proposition 2, which says future ill-being 

can outweigh future well-being, in the case of humans.  

 

11 Leon R. Kass, “‘I Will Give No Deadly Drug’: Why Doctors Must Not Kill,” in The Case Against Assisted Suicide: For the Right to 
End-of-Life Care, ed. Kathleen Foley and Herbert Hendin (Baltimore, Maryland: The John Hopkins University Press, 2002), 38; 
Thomas A. Cavanaugh, “Dignity, Pet-Euthanasia and Person Euthanasia,” in G.E.M. Anscombe and Human Dignity, ed. John 
Mizzoni (Aston, Pennsylvania: Neumann University Press, 2016), 117–42. 

12 Paul Bloom, The Sweet Spot: Suffering, Pleasure and the Key to a Good Life (London: The Bodley Head, 2021) 

13 To be clear, existential suffering does not have to be quantifiable in order for it to be a greater bad, just like meaning does not 

have to be quantifiable in order for it to be a higher good.  

14 Oregon Health Authority, Oregon Death with Dignity Act: Data Summary, 2024; Health Canada, Fifth Annual Report on Medical 

Assistance in Dying in Canada 2023, 2024. 
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The transcendence claim is also no challenge to proposition 3, which states that nonexistence is prudentially better 

than a future with greater overall ill-being, in the case of humans. In fact, it is consistent with it. Assuming the 

transcendence claim is true, i.e., that humans can attain higher goods despite (or even because of) our suffering due 

to our rational nature, it does not follow that nonexistence is worse than continued living. Actually, the transcendence 

claim does not deny the truth value of any comparison between nonexistence and quality of life; it merely speaks to 

the fact that suffering may contribute to overall well-being. 

To elaborate, proposition 3 for humans can be reformulated as a conditional. A simple version of it would say, “If a 

person will experience greater overall future ill-being, then nonexistence is prudentially better for them.” The 

transcendence claim aims to address the antecedent. It suggests that transcending suffering contributes to overall 

well-being, which ultimately outweighs the ill-being the person experiences. It does not address the conditional itself. 

Therefore, one could accept the conditional but deny that the antecedent ever obtains. So, the transcendence claim 

is not a challenge to proposition 3 in the case of humans. Overall, the fact that we can transcend our suffering does 

not render propositions 2 or 3 inapplicable to human beings.  

Ignorance 

An opponent may accept the possibility of death being in our best interest but still support a prohibition against 

assisted death because we cannot predict a person’s future quality of life. Since we cannot know if any particular 

person’s future ill-being will outweigh their future well-being, we should apply a precautionary principle that states 

that we should not intentionally end the life of an innocent human being. Such an argument grants the claim that ill-

being may outweigh well-being but justifies the prohibition of assisted death on the grounds of uncertainty. 

In response, while it is true that no one can predict the future, this is also true of our pets’ futures, and yet, that does 

not justify banning pet euthanasia. To elaborate, we can only guess as to whether death is good for our pets, because 

we cannot know what it is like for our pets to suffer. What is it like for a dog to have dementia? Can they experience 

more overall well-being simply by being held and caressed despite suffering from that condition? We do not know. 

We may have reasonable expectations, but we do not know. It is conceptually and practically difficult to measure well-

being in another species, which brings us to an important point. 

We can communicate with people who seek assisted death. We cannot communicate with dogs and cats, at least not 

to the degree that, or in the same manner as, we can with humans. This gives us reason to think that we can more 

reliably guess some people’s future well-being/ill-being state than our pets’ future well-being/ill-being state. A person 

diagnosed with terminal cancer can tell us what they value and how their illness is affecting their quality of life, which, 

to some extent, can forecast their future quality of life. They can tell us how they want to live and how they want to 

die. Nonhuman animals cannot do any of these things. Essentially, we can have better knowledge and data about the 

suffering of another human being. So, interestingly, the difference between humans and other animals that 

opponents highlight to justify prohibiting euthanasia actually works against them here.  

Conclusion 

Some opponents of the pet-human euthanasia analogy argue that death cannot be good for us because our rational 

nature enables us to transcend our suffering. However, despite this ability, the basic propositions that support the 

belief that death can be good for our pets also apply to human beings. This gives good reason to think that death can 

be good for us too. Moreover, some could argue that we should still prohibit assisted death because of our inability 

to predict future quality of life. While it is true that future ill-being is often not precisely predictable for any particular 

person, this is also true in the case of our pets, and yet, that ignorance has never been a sufficient justification to ban 

pet euthanasia. Consistency demands that this point is not a sufficient justification to ban it for humans either.  


