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The Rationalitvy of Suicida.

Ys. Portwood has written a readable and most useful introductien to the croblem of voluntary deasth.
She provides valuabls information zhout suicids and the law, and 2 rather delicious chapter on the
so-called relielous taboa. She correctly raminds us that the decision we make in choosina death is
oura to make, that we give up cur autcnomy too easily when be become old and weak, and that it is
time to talik and know more about ths phenamench of suicide.

Ws. Portwooed presents a larsely rersonal philesophic point of view and does so with sreat charm.
¥orsover, her 2dvocacy of sulcide as a rational methed of probles-sclving is well-intended, often
lovingly done. Ths guestion is whether zood intentions are encush. Russell, as rmost of us know,
maintained that "Neither love witheut ¥nowledge,nerknowledee without lovs can produce a goed 1ifel”
The sars, I believa, is true of a gatisfactory suicide policy. When it ctmes to vital 1ife decisicns,
Jova rust be supported by the best tmewledze available. And what dces this knowledze indicate? The
best evidence indicatsas that suicide is sometimes rational, but most often not; that most acts of
suicide are not the wational gsolution. Tyrical adolescent suicide and cases of the chronically
depressed in which externzl corditions do not ssem to warrant self-judgment of death are rerhapa

the best examples.

1st us, nevertheless, recognize the rationality of gome acts of suicide. Let us say that a society
that refuses to allow its mechers to exit when their iives are irreparshly blasted by the infirmities -
of existence is neither a Just nor a Lerevolsnt sceisty. There im, however, anobner sidz of the coin.
Baving roasons is not suffiedient. What is aeeded are good reascns, reascns or svidence whish will
adequately show that the act in question is fhe preferabla mains of preblem solvine, the Legt maeansg
of protecting the irberests of the irdividusi & guestion, Py ail this T =ean to stress not the motivae
tut the resulting act. I mezn to gtress the need to reasonably xnow, and not marely believe, that the
act in question is the prefersble solution. )

A further smendation should be mentioned. Tt is not sufficient to say, as Fortwood does, that suieida-
must neither be raised to the heroic stature it enjcyad under the Rozans, nor be emhraced with the ~
srantic delieht of the primitive Christians. A more adeguste descriptien of the prcplem would have
added that there is a vital diffarence between betwesn these who thresten or attampt sulcide as a ery
for help and thoss who want to evit from life beesuse they feel helpless or hopeless and have
reascpabls evidence that their 14fe is irrevocably meaninzleas, Mare igportant, a 1life that is,

in balance, unhapry is not necegsarily zn eopty life. It still may possess opportunity for great
sements of satisfaction. So that exiting from an unhappy 1ife is one thing, exiting from an
irrevoeably meaninzless existence snother.

Of course, it is true thebt it is posaible for a sane or non~chronically depresaed person, thiniine
logically, to set off the intolerable aspects of his or her 1ife against the chances for bettermant
arnd find the result weiented on the side of death., Indeed, seme kind of r tional calewlstion is often
pessible and always desirable. But why a simple balance sheet? Why say, a3 Portwoed doss {pp.34-35),
that a slisht tipping of the seales i3 sufficient? Is the cholice of death sufficiently ike buying

a garment, where other thinga being egual, the color datarmines the choige? I think not. Zxistence

is not alwsys a gvod. Eare biological life is neither the primary zocd nor death tha greatest evil.
But if we follow the logic of Portwood's argument, then we seen to be cocmitted to encouraging oost
or at least too manr human beings to cormit suicide. Far if one should choose death when life marely
tips to unhappineas, and if most human beings have llves whlech are, in balanes, urhappy, then it

appears to follew that most huzan beings should end their lives.



