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Killing And Letting Die
Is it worse to kill someone than to let someone die? It seems obvious to common
sense that it is worse. We allow people to die, for example, when we fail to contribute
money to famine-relief efforts; but even if we feel somewhat guilty, we do not consider
ourselves murderers. Nor do we feel like accessories to murder when we fail to give
blood, sign an organ-donor card, or do any of the other things that could save lives.
Common sense tells us that, while we may not kill people, our duty to give them aid is
much more limited.
Some philosophers, however, have argued that common sense is wrong about this.
They have defended the Equivalence Thesis, which says that killing and letting die are
equally bad. This is a more specific version of the idea that there is no moral difference
between making something happen and allowing it to happen.
The Equivalence Thesis is a radical conception that would require changes in our
ordinary moral beliefs. If it is true, then obviously our duty to give aid is much stronger
than we commonly assume. But our views about other matters, such as euthanasia, will
also be affected. Many people believe that “passive euthanasia”--allowing terminal
patients to die, rather than pointlessly prolonging their lives--is sometimes permissible;
but they also believe that killing patients is always wrong. If the Equivalence Thesis is
true, this combination of beliefs is inconsistent.
The idea behind the Equivalence Thesis is not that every individual case of letting
die is equally as bad as every individual case of killing. Obviously, if we compare an
ordinary murder--say, a man killing his wife out of jealousy--with the actions of a
physician who humanely permits a suffering patient to die, the murder is much worse.
Rather, the idea is that the difference between killing and letting die does not itself make
a difference to the moral assessment of the actions. Other factors may still be important.
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Thus the fact that the wife was healthy and in the midst of life, while the patient had no
prospects but continued pain, makes this particular killing worse than this particular
letting die.
Why do some philosophers believe the Equivalence Thesis is true? One argument
appeals to parallel examples. If we consider two cases that are alike except that one
involves killing, whereas the other involves letting die, it seems that there is no moral
difference between them. For example: a woman wants her uncle dead, and she gives
him poison in his coffee. Another woman, who also wants her uncle dead, is about to
give him poison when she sees him unknowingly drink poison from another source. She
watches him die, withholding the antidote in her pocket. Does either woman behave
better? If the bare difference between killing and letting die were morally important, then
the second woman’s behavior would be better. But it is not. Therefore, the argument
goes, the difference between killing and letting die is not morally important.
Another argument appeals to the parity of reasons. Whether something is good or
bad depends entirely on the reasons that can be given for or against it; therefore, if we
have identical reasons for or against two things, they are equally good or bad. With this
in mind, suppose we ask why it is bad to kill someone. The basic reason is that the
victim loses his or her life: he will not be able to do the things he wanted to do or
experience the things he wanted to experience. Secondary reasons may have to do with
the effects of his death on others. But it is also bad to let someone die, and if we ask
why, we find the very same reasons: the person ends up dead, with the same effects for
both him and his survivors. Thus it appears that killing and letting die are equally bad.
Such arguments establish a prima facie case for the Equivalence Thesis. Most
philosophers, however, have not been persuaded. Instead, they have taken these
arguments as a challenge to explain why the distinction is, in fact, important. What,
exactly, makes killing worse than letting die? Here are four purported explanations:
First, it has been urged that when we kill someone, we cause the death; whereas if
we merely let someone die, something else causes the death, and so we are less
blameworthy. This point is often made in connection with the euthanasia cases. In
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passive euthanasia, the cause of death is the underlying disease, but in active euthanasia it
is the physician. That is why active euthanasia is said to be worse. The same holds for
the other cases. When a third-world child dies of malnutrition, it is not as though we had
sent poisoned food.
Second, the duty not to kill is completely dischargeable: most of us can go our
whole lives without killing anyone. But we cannot avoid letting die. We could spend all
our time working to help at-risk children, for example, and still there would be more to
do than we could manage. A general duty not to let people die would be impossible to
fulfill.
Third, if we kill someone, then she is dead, and that’s that. But if we fail to save
someone, we have not ensured her death, for we leave open the possibility that someone
else might come along and save her. That is why all of us, if we were in perilous
circumstances, would rather be left alone than killed.
Finally, some philosophers believe that letting die is not as bad as killing because
of the difference in the intentions that accompany the two kinds of action. Someone who
kills typically intends to bring about death; whereas someone who merely lets die usually
has a different intention. This also explains the difference between the two kinds of
euthanasia. The intention in active euthanasia is to bring about death; but in passive
euthanasia the intention may be only to end the dying person’s suffering. And as for the
children in foreign countries, whose deaths we allow by not contributing to relief efforts,
we typically have no intention at all regarding them--we give them no thought whatever.
The preceding arguments do not appeal to general ethical theories; instead, they
attempt to settle the issue without taking sides in the clash between such views as
utilitarianism, contract theory, and virtue theory. Another approach, however, would be
to say that whether killing is worse than letting die simply depends on which of the big
theories one accepts.
The Equivalence Thesis seems to be a natural part of Utilitarianism. Killing and
letting die have the same consequences--the victim ends up dead--and so, if rightness is
determined by consequences, killing and letting die should be morally equivalent.
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Indeed, the Equivalence Thesis is often taken to be simply a utilitarian idea. However,
the matter is not clear-cut. One might argue from a rule-utilitarian perspective that it
promotes the general welfare to promulgate rules that treat killing and letting die
differently.
Contract theorists, on the other hand, regard moral constraints as social rules that
rational people will agree to accept, for their mutual benefit, on condition that other
people accept them as well. The key question about the Equivalence Thesis, on this
view, is whether it would be a good bargain for all of us to agree to a system of rules that
treats killing and letting die as equivalent. Some contract theorists have argued that this
would be a bad bargain, on the grounds that a requirement to give extensive aid to
strangers would be so burdensome that no rational person would agree to it. But once
again, this is not so clear. Such an arrangement would impose great burdens, but it would
also provide great benefits. After all, each of us might gain enormously if other people
accepted a duty to give us life-saving aid whenever we needed it.
Finally, virtue theorists have argued against the Equivalence Thesis by urging that
the failure to give aid is a violation of a different virtue than actively harming someone.
Murder is a violation of justice, because it violates the victim’s rights. Failing to give
aid, however, shows only a lack of beneficence, which is a different matter. This is no
doubt correct, but more is needed to refute the Equivalence Thesis. Do these virtues
differ in importance or stringency? The two actions could be associated with different
virtues but still be equally bad.
How, then, is the issue to be settled? Perhaps the deepest idea is Jonathan
Bennett’s. In order to determine whether causing something to happen is morally
different from merely permitting it, we must first understand what the distinction consists
in. Only then will we be in a position to judge whether it is morally important.
So what is the difference between causing and allowing? What real difference is
marked by those words? The most obvious ways of attempting to draw the distinction
won’t work. For example, suppose we say it is the difference between action and
inaction--when we cause an outcome, we do something, but when we merely allow it to
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happen, we passively stand by and do nothing. This won’t work because, when we allow
something to happen, we do perform at least one act: the act of allowing it to happen.
The problem is that the distinction between doing something and not doing something is
relative to the specification of what is or is not done--if I allow someone to die, I do not
save him, but I do let him die.
It is tempting to say the difference between action and inaction is the difference
between moving one’s body and not moving one’s body; but that does not help. When
we allow something to happen, we are typically moving our bodies in all sorts of ways.
If I allow you to die by running away, I may be moving my body very rapidly.
Bennett himself, in probably the most thorough single treatment of the subject,
argues that in the end the distinction consists in nothing more than this: we make
something happen if, from among all the ways we might move, there are a relatively
small number of ways that would result in that thing’s happening. We allow it to happen,
on the other hand, if there are a relatively large number of ways of moving that result in
its happening. For example, in normal circumstances, there are a vast number of ways I
could move my body and you would remain alive, while there are only a relatively small
number of ways I might move (pulling a trigger, thrusting a knife) that would result in
your death. Hence, if I choose to move in one of the deadly ways, I kill you. Suppose,
though, circumstances are such that most of the ways I could move would result in your
death (you are a starving child in Ghana, while I am going about my normal business in
America), while there are only a few ways I could move that would result in your
continuing to live. Then, if I move in one of the deadly ways, I have let you die.
Bennett observes that, if this is what the distinction consists in, it obviously has no
moral importance. But regardless of whether his analysis of causing/allowing is correct,
his way of proceeding--first identify what the distinction consists in, and only then ask if
it is morally significant--is probably the most promising strategy for settling the issue.

--James Rachels
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