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Abstract

Euthanasia, also known as mercy killing, involves the act of ending a person's life to alleviate unbearable
pain or suffering, or to facilitate a painless death in situations where life has lost its meaning and has
become unpleasant. While, Buddhism is about being kind, paying attention, and stopping suffering, so it
has a different view that might affect people and communities dealing with end-of-life decisions. Focusing
on compassionate choices, the study examines how Buddhist principles influence perceptions and
decisions regarding end-of-life care. Investigating the conflicts between Buddhist teachings, which
emphasize compassion and the easing of distress, and the evolving legal landscape of euthanasia in India.
In this paper we shed light on the nuanced ethical considerations and we suggest that people should work
together and think carefully to find a good balance between what Buddhism teaches and the laws about
euthanasia in India. This means including kindness and being aware of others in legal discussions and
making sure everyone understands each other's viewpoints. The goal of this paper is to create a fair way
that respects each person's rights while dealing with the deep ethical questions connected to Buddhism.
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1. Introduction

Health care institutions worldwide are having trouble providing services while staying financially stable.
Healthcare has an important moral aspect. The goals of healthcare services are to save lives, ease suffering,
prevent and treat diseases, and help when diseases cannot be stopped or cured. Around the world,
healthcare systems face tough ethical choices, especially when dealing with end-of-life decisions.
Euthanasia, which means intentionally ending someone's life to ease their suffering, makes these decisions
even more complicated. The goal of this paper is to illuminate the complex interconnection among ethical
dilemmas in healthcare, particularly within the framework of euthanasia, and the compassionate choices
that individuals and societies must navigate.

The intersection of Buddhism and euthanasia law offers a unique perspective on these ethical challenges.
Buddhism, characterized by its fundamental values of compassion, mindfulness, and the relief of suffering,
offers a unique ethical framework that could impact choices related to end-of-life care. Understanding
how Buddhist values intersect with the legal landscape becomes particularly pertinent in the diverse
cultural and religious milieu of India.
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Contextualizing this discussion within the legal framework of euthanasia in India is crucial. As of 2023,
India has been navigating the complexities of regulating euthanasia, marked by legal developments and
debates. The country's legal stance on euthanasia reflects its attempt to balance the respect for individual
autonomy and the preservation of life with considerations for compassionate choices in light of unbearable
suffering. This study looks at how Buddhism and the laws about euthanasia connect in India, hoping to
show the complex ethical parts of the law there. This helps us understand better how people in India are
making decisions about the end of their lives.

2. Understanding Buddhism and Compassion

Buddhism, a life philosophy presented by Gautama Buddha in 6th-century B.C. northern India,
emphasizes that Buddha was not a deity, and the philosophy itself does not embrace a theistic perspective.
The primary goal of Buddha's teachings is the liberation of sentient beings from suffering.

The fundamental structure of Buddhist teachings is encapsulated in the Four Noble Truths (Figure 1).
These truths elucidate the essence of human existence and the route to freedom from suffering. The Four
Noble Truths underscore the pervasive nature of suffering and underscore the critical imperative to address
its foundational causes through a life guided by ethical principles and mindfulness.
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Figure 1 — The Four Noble Truths

It 1s the Eightfold Path (Figure 2) serves as a thorough manual for ethical behaviour, mental cultivation,
and wisdom.
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Figure 2 — The Eightfold Path

Buddhism's emphasis on compassion aligns with the exploration of euthanasia, as it underscores the
importance of mitigating suffering. The intersection of these core principles with the ethical dilemmas
surrounding euthanasia in India creates a dynamic landscape that requires careful examination and
consideration. As we navigate the complexities of ethical decision-making, the principles of Buddhism
offer insights into compassionate choices and the pursuit of ethical conduct in light of end-of-life
decisions.

Compassion stands as a cornerstone within Buddhist philosophy, embodying a profound sense of empathy
and concern for the well-being of all sentient beings. In Buddhism, compassion is called karuna. The
Buddha conveyed the idea that extending compassion to others is within reach for everyone, regardless of
any challenges they may encounter in grasping other aspects of his teachings. Buddhists hold the belief
that demonstrating compassion towards everyone is a fundamental practice. Individuals should try to
consider how they might experience suffering themselves, as this perspective can motivate them to strive
for the liberation of others from such affliction. Compassion, a key component of the Four Sublime States,
is emphasized by the Buddha as an essential quality for individuals to cultivate and nurture within
themselves. People should do this so that they know (through wisdom) how to help others. The teachings
emphasize that cultivating compassion is essential for one's spiritual development and liberation from
suffering. The Buddha himself is portrayed as the epitome of compassion, tirelessly working to guide
beings towards enlightenment and relieve them from the continuous loop of pain and hardship.

The philosophy of Karuna extends its influence into the realm of healthcare, where ethical decision-
making is often entwined with considerations of compassion. Within the framework of end-of-life choices
and medical dilemmas, the compassionate approach advocated by Buddhism encourages individuals to
consider not only their own desires but also the well-being and suffering of others. This perspective
becomes particularly pertinent in discussions surrounding euthanasia, where the alleviation of pain and
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the compassionate understanding of an individual's suffering are central themes. Understanding Karuna
within the framework of healthcare ethics provides a lens through which we can explore the compassionate
choices individuals and communities may face when grappling with end-of-life decisions. It prompts a
consideration of how Buddhist principles, emphasizing kindness and easing of distress, may intersect with
or pose challenges to contemporary ethical frameworks, especially those related to euthanasia in India.

3. Euthanasia law in India

Euthanasia, in English, is the amalgamation of the Greek words "eu" and "Thanatos," where "eu" signifies
good and "Thanatos" denotes death. Euthanasia is a topic that sparks considerable debate worldwide. In
India, the legal stance on euthanasia is evolving, reflecting a delicate balance between individual
autonomy, the sacredness of existence, and the compassionate response to unbearable suffering. India has
a rich cultural and ethical heritage deeply influenced by religious and philosophical traditions, including
Hinduism, Islam, and Buddhism. Historically, these belief systems emphasize the significance of existence
and the moral duty to alleviate pain. However, as medical advancements have led to complex end-of-life
situations, legal frameworks must adapt to address the ethical nuances surrounding euthanasia.

3.1  Evolution of Euthanasia laws in India

Euthanasia laws in India have undergone a significant evolution, reflecting the changing societal attitudes
towards end-of-life decisions. The legal landscape has seen shifts, marked by notable cases that have
shaped and influenced the trajectory of euthanasia jurisprudence in the country. India's journey in dealing
with euthanasia began with a more conservative stance, largely influenced by its cultural, religious, and
ethical values. The understanding of euthanasia was deeply rooted within the concept of preserving life at
all costs. However, through the passage of time, the judiciary and society have grappled with the ethical
complexities surrounding end-of-life choices.

A pivotal case that brought euthanasia into the legal limelight was Aruna Shanbaug v. Union of India.
Aruna Shanbaug, a nurse, had remained in a persistent vegetative state for many years following a horrific
sexual assault. The case prompted a plea for passive euthanasia, where life support would be withdrawn.
The Supreme Court, although rejecting the plea, acknowledged the necessity for legal precision regarding
euthanasia and provided directives outlining the procedures for passive euthanasia. This laid the
foundation for future developments in euthanasia laws. The 241 Law Commission Report further
recommended legalizing euthanasia in India.

Another development came with the landmark judgment in the Common Cause v. Union of India. In this
particular instance, the Apex Court noted that the right to end one's life with respect and grace falls under
the broader ‘right to life’ outlined in Article 21 of the Indian Constitution. The court recognized the
legitimacy of "living wills" or advance directives, allowing people to convey their desire to refuse medical
treatment in scenarios with limited chances of recovery. This pivotal ruling signified a significant progress
in acknowledging individual autonomy and the entitlement to a dignified end of life. The court emphasized
the importance of respecting an individual's decision, especially in the context of irreversible medical
conditions.
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Passive euthanasia is allowed, but active euthanasia, intentionally causing someone's death with their
consent, is still forbidden. Patients can consent through a living will, and the Supreme Court simplified
the process in January 2023. This reflects a shift towards recognizing individual autonomy, but challenges
persist in India's euthanasia legal framework due to the absence of a specific law, leading to ambiguity
and ongoing ethical debates. Balancing autonomy and preserving life is a central and ongoing challenge.

3.2  Ethical Considerations in Euthanasia

e Entitlement to Self-Determination

In domain of euthanasia, the key ethical tenet is autonomy, which underscores an individual's entitlement
to make choices regarding their life and death. The autonomy right in euthanasia pertains to an individual's
prerogative to decide about their life, especially in instances of terminal illness or intolerable anguish
leading to the choice to conclude their life. Within the framework of euthanasia, autonomy encompasses
the principle that individuals possess the right to govern their bodies and determine the course of their
medical care and the circumstances surrounding their demise.

e Sacredness of existence

The ethical deliberations on euthanasia are significantly influenced by the sacredness of life. Advocates
for euthanasia often express a deep regard for the significance and honour of life. Nevertheless, they assert
that facilitating the cessation of pain and distress for terminally ill individuals, upon their request, is a
means of upholding the sacredness of existence. They contend that enabling a dignified passing, as
opposed to enduring a life marked by agony and distress, reflects a more compassionate and humane
choice. The principle of sacredness of existence underscores the inherent worth of human existence,
emphasizing that decisions related to life and death should be approached with the utmost reverence. In
the domain of euthanasia, this principle frequently clashes with the empathetic decisions individuals might
desire to take when confronted with intolerable pain.

e Aslippery slope

Making euthanasia legal is seen by the government, society, and the courts as a risky idea. The worry is
that letting someone decide to end another person's life might be misused by a parent, spouse, relative,
friend, or a doctor. This could lead to morally wrong actions. People could use the excuse of expressing a
desire to end their own existence to hide a bad intention, especially when the person encounters challenges
articulating or conveying their ideas verbally because they are in state of Persistent Vegetative State. This
is a good reason against making this practice legal, as it might result in many cases of legal euthanasia
happening for the wrong reasons, going against the original purpose of the law.

4. Buddhist Ethics and Euthanasia in India

The fundamental idea in Buddhist philosophy centres around impermanence, stating that everything,
including life, is continuously changing. Within the framework of euthanasia, this viewpoint encourages
a detailed analysis of the essence of existence. and the ethical considerations surrounding its conclusion.
Buddhism teaches that life is transient and interconnected, urging followers to recognize the
impermanence of their own existence. Consequently, Considering euthanasia within the ethical context of
Buddhism involves recognizing that existence is a transient and continually changing phenomenon. The
cyclical nature of rebirth, a fundamental tenet in Buddhism, further complicates the ethical landscape of
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euthanasia, introducing considerations about the potential consequences of hastening the end of one life
within the framework of a larger karmic cycle.

Karma, the principle of action and consequence, central to Buddhist doctrine, plays a pivotal role in
shaping ethical considerations related to euthanasia. In line with the principles of Buddhism, actions
generate karmic consequences that influence the course of one's existence. Exploring the ethical
considerations surrounding euthanasia, one may contemplate the idea of karmic consequences raises
questions about the ethical nature of intentionally ending a life to alleviate suffering. The purpose of such
an action, along with its wider karmic implications, becomes a crucial point of reflection within Buddhist
ethical discourse.

Buddhist ethics, grounded in the principle of compassionate action, challenge adherents to navigate the
complexities of euthanasia with an acute awareness of the karmic implications involved. This ethical
framework encourages individuals to consider the broader results of their deeds on the intricate tapestry
of life and interconnected existence. The intersection of Buddhist ethics and euthanasia delves into the
profound aspects of impermanence, rebirth, and karma. These foundational concepts in Buddhism shape
a unique ethical perspective on life and death, guiding adherents through the intricate ethical dilemmas
posed by decisions surrounding euthanasia. The teachings emphasize a holistic understanding of existence,
urging individuals to approach end-of-life choices with mindfulness and compassion, considering not only
the immediate circumstances but also the enduring karmic consequences within the cycle of rebirth.

The intersection of Buddhist ethics and euthanasia presents a delicate balance between compassion
(Karuna) and the sacredness of existence. Buddhism, as a philosophy rooted in compassion, emphasizes
the easing of distress. However, it also holds a deep reverence for life. The ethical dilemma arises when
considering whether the act of euthanasia, aimed at relieving unbearable suffering, aligns with the
Buddhist principle of honouring the sacredness of life. Buddhist teachings often highlight the
interconnectedness of all living beings, underscoring the need to approach end-of-life decisions with a
profound sense of ethical responsibility. Thus, exploring how Buddhism navigates this balance sheds light
on the intricate considerations involved in making compassionate choices at the point where paths of
Buddhist ethics and euthanasia law crosses.

Central to Buddhist teachings is the noble goal of alleviating suffering. Buddhism recognizes the inherent
nature of suffering in human existence and advocates for compassionate responses to mitigate it. Within
the framework of euthanasia, Buddhist perspectives on alleviating suffering become particularly relevant.
The question arises as to whether intentionally ending a life to relieve profound suffering aligns with the
compassionate ethos of Buddhism. Examining Buddhist teachings provides insight into whether the
decision to engage in euthanasia can be viewed as compassionate option when confronted with unrelenting
pain and whether such a choice is ethically acceptable within the framework of Buddhism. This
exploration not only delves into the philosophical underpinnings of Buddhism but also contributes to the
broader discourse on compassionate decision-making within the framework of end-of-life care.

Ultimately, the intersection between Buddhist ethics and euthanasia is marked by a delicate balance
between compassion, the sacredness of existence and the karmic consequences of intentional actions.
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While the easing of distress aligns with the compassionate core of Buddhism, causing the deliberate
cessation of life presents difficulties to the precept against killing and raises questions about the broader
implications within the karmic framework. Mindfulness, awareness, and a nuanced understanding of the
transient quality of being become essential elements in navigating this ethical terrain within the Buddhist
context. A thorough investigation is needed to explore euthanasia within the framework of Buddhist ethics
of intentions, consequences, and the profound teachings that underpin this ancient spiritual tradition.

5. Challenges and Controversies

e Conflicts between Buddhism and Legal Framework

One of the central challenges in the intersection of Buddhism and euthanasia legal framework in India lies
in the potential conflicts between Buddhist principles and legal requirements. Buddhism, at its core,
advocates for kindness, mindfulness, and the relief from pain and distress. These principles may conflict
with certain legal stances on euthanasia, which are often framed within broader societal and medical
considerations. While Buddhism emphasizes compassion and the end of pain and discomfort, legal
frameworks prioritize concerns such as the sacredness of existence and the potential misuse of euthanasia.
Successfully managing these conflicts entails striking a nuanced equilibrium that honours profound
respect ingrained cultural and religious values and addressing the practical implications and ethical
considerations embedded in legal regulations.

e Public Opinions and Cultural Influences

Public opinions and cultural factors play a crucial part in shaping the discussion on euthanasia in India.
Given the diverse cultural tapestry of India, opinions on euthanasia vary widely. The integration of
Buddhist perspectives further adds complexity to these discussions. Public perceptions of euthanasia may
be shaped by cultural beliefs and traditions, and understanding these dynamics is crucial for developing a
nuanced legal framework. While some may view euthanasia through the lens of compassion and mercy,
others may be guided by cultural or religious norms that oppose intentional life-ending measures.

e Putting Compassionate Choices into the Laws

Integrating kind choices, inspired by Buddhist ideas, into India's laws faces some challenges. Buddhism
encourages being caring and thoughtful when making decisions, but connecting these ideas with India's
diverse society and its complex laws needs a careful approach. Buddhist beliefs stress both being caring
and valuing life. This may clash with the laws about having the liberty to choose the timing and manner
of one's own death. In India, the law needs to find a way to respect people's right to decide for themselves
while also valuing the importance of life — a tough balance. India does not have clear rules about euthanasia
right now. Even though there have been talks and legal cases about end-of-life choices, not having clear
laws makes it hard to bring together the caring choices inspired by Buddhist beliefs and the current legal
rules. The laws need to change to include these caring ideas.

Including caring choices in the legal system means dealing with medical ethics and making sure people
agree to their choices. Balancing someone is right to decide about their life with the responsibility of
doctors to keep people alive is hard. Creating clear rules that respect both what patients want and what
medical ethics require is a big challenge. Letting people make caring choices makes some worried about
possible misuse. Finding a balance between letting people decide for themselves and stopping any misuse
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is a challenge in the legal system. Adding protections to lessen the risk of misuse becomes very important
to make sure caring choices are done ethically and legally.

The connection between Buddhism and euthanasia laws in India brings up challenges and arguments. This
includes conflicts between Buddhist beliefs and the law, how public opinions and culture affect the
discussion, and the difficulties in making caring choices fit into the legal rules.

6. Recommendations

Harmonizing Buddhist ethics with the euthanasia legal framework in India is a delicate endeavour that
requires a nuanced comprehension of the fundamental tenets of Buddhism and the complexities of end-
of-life decisions. Here are some suggestions for achieving this harmonization:

e Integrate compassion as a fundamental guiding principle

Compassion (karuna) holds a central place in the core principles of Buddhism. The legal framework for
euthanasia in India can be enriched by clearly acknowledging the significance of compassion in choices
related Until the conclusion of one's existence. This involves considering the easing of distress as a primary
goal, aligning with Buddhist values.

e Respect for Autonomy and Free Will:

Buddhism places a significant emphasis on individual autonomy and the concept of free will. The legal
framework should respect the autonomy of patients in making end-of-life decisions. This includes
recognizing advance directives and living wills, allowing individuals to express their wishes regarding
euthanasia in advance.

e Educate Healthcare Professionals:

Implement training programs for healthcare professionals to familiarize them with Buddhist ethics. This
education can enhance their comprehension of cultural aspects and spiritual dimensions of end-of-life
decisions, fostering a more compassionate and informed approach to patient care.

e Encourage Better Caring That Respects Buddhist Beliefs:

Buddhism encourages the practice of caring for the sick and dying. Integrate Buddhist-inspired palliative
care practices into the healthcare system to provide comprehensive support for patients facing life-limiting
illnesses. This approach emphasizes pain management, psychological support, and spiritual care,
addressing the holistic well-being of individuals.

e Encourage Dialogue Between Buddhist Leaders and Legal Authorities:

Facilitate ongoing dialogue between Buddhist leaders and legal authorities to create a shared
understanding of ethical principles. This collaboration has the possibility of generating recommendations
that reflect both legal requirements and Buddhist values, fostering a harmonious coexistence between the
two.

e Community Engagement and Awareness:

Promote community engagement and awareness programs that involve Buddhist communities in
discussions about euthanasia. This inclusive approach can help build consensus and understanding,
reducing potential conflicts between legal frameworks and religious values.

In the end, harmonizing Buddhist ethics with the euthanasia legal framework in India requires a thoughtful
and collaborative effort. By integrating compassion, mindfulness, and respect for autonomy into the legal
discourse, India can strive towards a balanced approach that honours both individual rights and the
profound ethical considerations embedded in Buddhist teachings.
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7. Conclusion

The connection between Buddhism and the laws about euthanasia in India shows the complexity involved
in making ethical decisions regarding the conclusion of one's life. Healthcare faces challenges in giving
services while also staying financially stable and healthcare objectives have a substantial ethical
dimension. Talking about euthanasia makes the ethical decisions even more complicated, and it makes us
think more deeply about compassionate choices within the rules. Understanding Buddhism is crucial
because it highlights being kind, mindful, and helping to reduce suffering. The principles of Buddhism
emphasizing the importance of cultivating compassion. This idea of compassion, called Karuna, also
affects healthcare decisions, where being ethical is tied to being compassionate.

Examining the legal approach to euthanasia in India, we see a careful balance between letting people make
choices about their own lives, the value placed on life, and showing compassion faced with profound
agony. While there are new laws acknowledging the entitlement to choose a Respecting a dignified
conclusion to one's life and honouring the use of living wills, there are still challenges because there are
not specific laws about euthanasia. The mix of Buddhist beliefs and euthanasia introduces a different way
of thinking, stressing that life is temporary, all living things are connected, and our actions have
consequences. Buddhism's focus on reducing suffering brings both challenges and chances, especially
when thinking about the importance of life.

The problems and arguments about this mix include clashes between Buddhist beliefs and what the law
requires, the influence of individuals' opinions and cultural elements, along with the challenge of making
caring choices fit into existing laws. Finding a balance between letting people decide for themselves,
preserving the sacredness of life, and avoiding any misuse is a big challenge for the legal system. To make
Buddhist beliefs work well with the euthanasia regulations in India, a few suggestions are made. These
include making compassion an important rule, respecting people is right to decide for themselves, teaching
healthcare workers about Buddhist beliefs, encouraging better caring practices, having talks between
Buddhist leaders and legal authorities, and getting communities involved and informed.
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