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Killing or Letting Die?
Omissions from a Causal Point of View

KIM Moon-Jeong*

Whereas active and direct euthanasia is ethically and legally prohibited, passive or indirect
euthanasia is, except for special cases, acceptable and even recommendable. The actual difference
between an intentional act of killing and an act of withholding or withdrawing life-sustaining
treatment can be described most clearly in terms of the causal role of the physician. Active
euthanasia represents a new cause of death: the patient’s death results from the physician’s medical
intervention (iatrogenic). In the case of passive euthanasia, the cause of death is the patient’s
underlying disease. But a physician’s omission which allows the patient to die may be a cause of the
patient’s death in the sense of an inus-condition, that is, an insufficient but non-redundant part of an
unnecessary but sufficient Condition. The inus-condition is responsible for the causation of the
occurrence. Both killing and letting die are inus-conditions of minimally sufficient conditions of the
patient’s death. The abandonment of withholding or withdrawing of persistence-treatment is thus

causally responsible for the fatal outcome.

© Keywords: Killing, Letting die, Euthanasia, Omission, Inus-conditions, Withholding or withdrawing

Life-sustaining treatment
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