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UDC 179.7

E. D. Protopapadakis

NOTIONS OF THE STOIC VALUE THEORY
IN CONTEMPORARY DEBATES:
EUTHANASIA AND ASSISTED SUICIDE

ABSTRACT: Arguments concerning central issues of contemporary Me-
dical Ethics often not only bear similarities, but also derive their sheer es-
sence from notions which belong to the celebrated history of Ethics. Thus, ar-
gumentation pro euthanasia and assisted suicide which focus on the detain-
ment of dignity and the ensuring of posthumous reputation on behalf of the
moral agent is shown to echo stoic views on aréte and the subordination of
life to the primary human goal, namely the achievement of virtue. The pro-
gress made in palliative care when seen alongside the — steadily increasing
— requests for suicide, is indicative of the fact that, though pain now days
can be effectively controlled, moral agents often consider the preservation of
their life detrimental to the detainment of virtue or posthumous reputation.
The stoic view is considered to justify elective death as a personal choice, but
is deemed inadequate as well as inconsistent in the broader context of a cohe-
rent value theory.

KEYWORDS: Apatheia, pathos, aréte, kakia, adiafora, summum bo-
num, malum per se, malum prohibitum, Stoicism, value theory, axiology,
ethics, moral value, euthanasia, assisted death, assisted suicide, dignity, post-
humous reputation

It is often said that the burning issues of the present are un-
solved disputes of the past. This could not be more accurate than
when it comes to Applied Ethics. The nature of the discipline is
such, as to oblige philosophers dealing with it to recur to the history
of philosophy, in order to retrieve antecedents and enrich their view
on contemporary ethical dilemmas. This is due to the very essence
of Applied Ethics: the core of the key-questions concerning every
day life has not altered over time. Instead, it remains stable, while,
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accordingly, moral dilemmas remain pressing, despite the progress
mankind has achieved. When it comes to the basics, we share the
same ignorance and awe our ancestors felt. Can life be considered
as the supreme value? What kind of attributes has a being to posses,
in order to be dealt with as human? What if our very life, the foun-
dation of every virtue, turns to be an obstacle in our strife to achi-
eve virtue in general — aréte? These questions could be posed —
and, in fact, were posed — by Socrates, Plato, Aristotle and the
Stoics, but equally tantalize theorists of the present. Some say that
the only positive progress achieved is that nowadays we refer to is-
sues as such using a collective label, namely Applied Ethics.

Medical Ethics is considered to be the frontline of Applied
Ethics. Although it is considered to be quite “modern™ a discipline,
often central notions which determine the moral approach to rele-
vant issues can be traced back in time. The current article intends to
exhibit that many of the arguments which determine the debate con-
cerning euthanasia and assisted suicide derive their substance from
theories of the past, particularly from Stoicism. The concepts which
are central to these issues are the same which determined Stoic rea-
soning over time. Life, dignity, self-determination and virtue are
some of the key imports we ought to examine, in order to clarify
the interconnectedness of the history of Ethics to its present.

The central notion in Stoic axiology — or theory of value — is
virtue (in the general sense), aréte. It is rather a state than a pro-
perty, since it consists of many specific virtues instead of being a
stand-alone one. Moral agents are considered to possess aréte, to be
virtuous, if they abstain from vices such as sloth, envy, wrath and
greed, and instead bear virtues as chastity, abstinence, temperance,
diligence, patience, kindness, and humility. Since good is defined as
that which benefits or does “not other than benefit”,! and that which
benefits is virtue alone, true good is virtue and virtue alone. Simi-
larly, the not-good or bad is held to be that which does not benefit
but harms, and since that which harms is vice, the only true not-
-good or bad is vice. The exact opposite of aréte is vice, kakia.
Both virtue and vice, aréte and kakia, bear intrinsic moral value- re-
spectfully, aréte bears per se utterly positive moral value, while ka-
kia is considered to be malum per se, instead of malum prohibitum.?
Everything in between aréte and kakia, between good and bad, ac-

I Sextus Empiricus, Adversus mathematicos, ed. H. Mutschmann and J. Mau,
Sexti Empirici opera, vols. 2 & 3 (2nd edn.). Leipzig: Teubner, 11.22.

2 Pelegrinis Th., Lexicon of Philosophy, Ellinika Grammata, Athens 2004, p.
531.
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cording to the Stoics bears no autonomous moral value, has no in-
trinsic value.> Consequently, everything else, apart from virtue and
vice, counts as indifferent, adiafora according to the Stoic termino-
logy, since they do not either help or hinder the person’s moral cha-
racter. Every event, state of life, sentiment or occasion, can have
equally positive or negative moral value, depending on whether it
urges us to aréte or kakia. For instance good health, which in gene-
ral is considered to be one of the supreme goods, can be detrimental
in our effort to achieve aréte if it provides us with the necessary
means to malicious ends — if, for example, renders us capable of
committing murder or rape. If so, good health ceases to be benefi-
cial and becomes detrimental in our struggle for aréte. It is obvious
that the moral value of every situation or state of being, internal or
external, is a relativistic, an instrumental one. In case it allows or
aids moral agents to be virtuous, it is positive. Otherwise, it is quite
negative.* Stoics, though, did not rank the so-called adiafora as
equal to each other. On the contrary some of them, e.g. human life,
are deemed of greater importance in comparison to others and,
hence they are preferred. But that is only with respect to selection
and rejection they make no contribution at all to the happy life. To
quote Stobaeus:

“some [things] are said to be absolutely indifferent, such as ha-
ving an odd or even number of hairs on one’s head, or extending
one’s finger this way or that way, or to picking off some annoying
object, such as a twig or a leaf. In the [other] sense one must say
that... what is between virtue and vice is indifferent, but not [indif-
ferent] with respect to selection and rejection; and that is why some
have selective value, and some have rejective disvalue, but make no
contribution at all to the happy life.”

Even though adiafora are not per se morally good or bad, they
still have a kind of value (sometimes called “selective value”) that
is keyed to their contribution to the so-called “natural life.”® For
example, other things being equal, it is better for a human being to
have food than not, because without food he or she cannot survive.
Good health, strength, adequacy of the senses and the like are in
concordance with natural status of man, hence it is totally justifiable

3 Anthologium, ed. C. Wachsmuth and O. Hense, loannis Stobaei antholo-
gium, 5 vols. Berlin: Weidmann, Book II, 7:5a 1—9.

4 Pelegrinis Th., Ot wévte emoyés tn¢ griocopiag, Ellinika Grammata, Athens
1998, p. 113.

5 Anthologium, ed. C. Wachsmuth and O. Hense, loannis Stobaei antholo-
gium, 5 vols. Berlin: Weidmann, Book II, 7:7.

6 Ibid 7:7a-b.
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for moral agents to incline to such states than to the extreme oppo-
site ones.

Life itself, if faced that way bears only selective value. It is no
more than a preferable opportunity either to achieve aréte or to sur-
render to malice. Life ceases to constitute the summum bonum in-
stead it is considered be just a means to a worthy or worthless end.
As easily follows, moral agents should not in any cost struggle to
retain life, but only if it’s very upkeep is justified by the pre men-
tioned purpose. As follows, one should eagerly renounce life, if the
preservation of it undermines the attainment of aréte. Under which
circumstances can it be the case? Especially when dignity, self con-
trol and determination are at stake. Stoics approved suicide in such
a case, rather than endangering the preservation of virtue. Zeno
(333—264 BC), the forefather of Stoicism, as well as his disciple
Cleanthes (c. 330 — c. 230 BC), not only favored such a view, but
they practiced their preaching as well, both committing suicide
when the circumstances called for such a decision. Cicero confirms
that:

When a man has a preponderance of the things in accordance
with nature, it is his proper function to remain alive; when he has
or foresees a preponderance of their opposites, it is his proper func-
tion to depart from life. This clearly shows that it is sometimes a
proper function for the wise man to depart from life, although he is
happy...”

Olympiodorus (c. 495—570 AD) reports five situations in which
the Stoics thought abandonment of life was appropriate: “(1) in
discharge of some duty, e. g., to defend one’s country; (2) to avoid
doing something disgraceful, e. g., betraying an important secret
when pressed by a tyrant to do so; (3) when beset by mental dete-
rioration in old age or (4) incurable, debilitating disease; (5) when
extreme poverty prevents one from supplying one’s basic needs.”®

Another crucial point in the Stoic value theory is the pursuit for
apatheia, which is the complete containment of passions. The Stoics
held that passions constitute a superfluous, excessive impetus, which
disorientate moral agents from aréte. They fervently upheld the Epi-
curean belief that a man can retain his virtue even when tortured,
given that he is capable of abstaining from any kind of fervor.® The

7 Cicero, De Finibus malorum et bonorum, trans. Rackham H., Harvard Uni-
versity Press, Harvard 1989, 3.60.

8 Olympiodorus, In Platonis Phaedonem commentaria, ed. L. G. Westerink,
The Greek commentaries on Plato’s Phaedo, vol. 1 [Olympiodorus]. Amsterdam:
North-Holland, 1976, 1,8:19—26.

9 Diogenis Laertii vitae philosophorum, ed. H. S. Long, Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1966, X, 118.
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notion of apatheia, when probed into in comparison with the Stoic
views on “well-reasoned departure”,! demonstrates the utter es-
sence of the voluntary abandonment of life: such a decision can by
no means be based upon the experience of physical pain or mental
suffering. On the contrary, the wise and the virtuous do not channel
their deeds according to external situations, which have no impact
at all to happiness or virtue. Consequently reasonable abandonment
of life can only be based upon the effort to retain aréte, when this
specific goal cannot be achieved by the detainment of life. The vir-
tue of dignity underlies all five points Olympiodorus mentions. The
loss of so central a virtue is deemed to be disastrous for a fragile
state as aréte.

Unbearable and devastating pain is the most reasonable moral
justification for euthanasia and assisted suicide. The exponents of
assisted death often maintain that it is unnecessary and morally
unjustifiable to support the life of a person who, due to discrediting
pain, begs for the relief of death. It is obvious that extreme pain is
considered to be the most important cause of the patient’s request.
As follows, giving in at such a request is the sheer manifestation of
nothing more than compassion and humanitarian disposal on behalf
of the principal, motivation not at all morally reproachable. On the
contrary, insensibility to a situation as such is probably a token of
twisted moral character.

The opponents of assisted death reject such a view as short
sighted, holding that, while those partaking in euthanasia motivated
by sentiments as such are of noble moral disposition and susceptible
at human suffering, acceptance of euthanasia on grounds of compas-
sion constitutes a major threat for the improvement and forwarding
of palliative care.!" That is, if recourse to medically assisted suicide
becomes a morally justifiable alternative, the very fact will have de-
vastating impact to the research concerning pain killers and termi-
nally ill patients’ alleviation. Consequently, euthanasia ceases to be
an alternative and turns to compulsory even for those who, at the
first place would not desire it, since palliative care would be neglec-
ted.!> The specific argument is enforced by the sheer fact that pal-
liative care is far more expensive than euthanasia, hence in many

10 Englert, W., “Stoics and epicureans on the nature of suicide”, in J. Cleary
& W. Wians (Eds.) Proceedings of the Boston area colloquium in ancient philo-
sophy (Vol. X), Lanham 1994, MD: University Press of America, p. 69.

11" Dyck Arthur J., “Physician — Assisted — Suicide: Is it Ethical?”, Harvard
Divinity Bulletin 21, 1992 (4):17.

12 Reno J., “A Little Help From My Friends: The Legal Status of Assisted
Suicide”, Creighton Law Review, 1992, 25:1169.
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cases preferable. Social care systems favor euthanasia as well, since
it preserves public or private revenues and channels them to other
— more profitable — destinations, such as transplants or genetic
engineering.!3

If examined closely, the request for euthanasia nowadays can-
not be founded on grounds of extreme and unbearable pain. That is
because palliative care has so much evolved, so as to leave no place
for arguments as such.'* Painkillers drastically reduce suffering, and
most of the times terminally ill patients enjoy an as much as pos-
sible acceptable quality of life. Furthermore, euthanasia is often dis-
cussed with regard to patients in permanent vegetative state, who
entirely lack the ability to feel anything at all. In cases as such, it is
almost nonsensical to evoke pain as a means of moral justification
of euthanasia. If so, how do we explain the fact that requests con-
cerning euthanasia proportional increase every year? Furthermore,
why it is so that euthanasia not only remains in the agenda, but also
emerges as the hottest issue of Medical Ethics?

Questions as such oblige scientific meditation to resort to theo-
ries that bear similarities with notions which evolved in the context
of the Stoic value theory, especially with the concept of dignity. For
even when life is not a burden, it may still be an obstacle for achie-
ving one’s goals, such as dignity or posthumous reputation. Ter-
minally ill patients who request euthanasia, in fact imply that —
other things remaining equal — they would be better off dead than
alive.! The main reason for such a view is not the pathos of pain,
but the preservation of their dignity, a key factor for achieving or
maintaining aréte. They detest being attached to medical apparatus,
not being in control of their bodily functions, be depended on others
and subject to any mechanical malfunction.!® They prejudge posthu-
mous reputation to the fragility, indignity and uncertainty of their
current existence.!” The absence of pain does nothing but confirm
such a view: it is pure volition only — to make use of Kantian ter-
minology — that urges terminally ill patients to resort to assisted

13 Savulescu J., “Treatment Limitation Decisions under Uncertainty: The Va-
lue of Subsequent Euthanasia”, Bioethics, 1994, 8 (1): 52.

14 Prado C. G., J. S. Taylor, Assisted suicide, Humanity books, N. York 1999,
p. 125.

15 Brock D., “Death and Dying”, in Medical Ethics, Ed. Robert M. Veatch,
Jones and Bartlett Publishers, Boston 1989, p. 345.

16 Miller P., “Death With Dignity and the Right to Die: Sometimes Doctors
Have a Duty to Hasten Death”, Journal of Medical Ethics, 1987, 13:83.

17 Loewy E., “Advance Directives and Surrogate Laws — Ethical Instruments
or Moral Cop-Out?”, Archives of Internal Medicine, October 1992, 152: 1973—
1976.
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death. Simply, they consider life an obstacle to their strife for aréte,
since in the continuation of their life they “foresee preponderance
for the opposites of aréte”, so they consider the abandonment of
their life reasonable. The points (2) and (4) Olympiodorus mentions
serve precisely as the moral foundation for euthanasia in the ab-
sence of pain or suffering. But the notion which lurks into a posture
as such, is that life is not worth living irrespective of the surround-
ing circumstances, that it simply is not what occidental thought con-
siders to be summum bonum, that moral agents can abandon life not
only in the face of extreme situations, but also complying with co-
rollaries of pure and undisturbed meditation. For it is obvious that,
when pain is controllable — and nowadays it is —, and the con-
stant progress in medical science and technology create or support
perpetual anticipation of improvement or healing, requests for as-
sisted death do nothing but reveal ethical persistence to values of a
different kind on behalf of the moral agent.

The question which arises from such a moral issue is manifest:
is it possible for modern value theories to consent to such a concep-
tion of life? As a personal moral disposition against life and death,
such a posture would not be unacceptable. But in the context of a
coherent value theory, one could not easily reconcile. The main di-
lemma in euthanasia concerns life and the supremacy of it in com-
parison to every other attribute. If examined closely, all types of ar-
gumentation against assisted death derive their very essence from
the same inadequacy: we just cannot accept that life is just a means
to an end, further more a means to achieving virtue. To refute such
a view — the Stoic one — calls for nothing more than to use com-
mon sense, even if disguised as ethical reasoning. For, when it co-
mes to Ethics, no one could stand for the Stoic’s stance that life is
just a means to an end, except if he was willing to defend the opi-
nion that Ethics is the absolute end, and not the means for a flouri-
shing life. But such an approach just wouldn’t stand thorough scru-
tiny. Ethics do not exist in nature, are no part of natural life. One
can live — if he is lucky or capable enough — all his life in the
wilderness, without having to deal with ethics. Ethics exist only in
the context of human civilization, which well proves that ethics is
an aftermath of human coexistence and not the other way round. To
be more acute, people made up ethics to regulate or improve social
life, and they do not just live in order to improve or regulate perso-
nal ethics. Stoic value theory just turned the tables, something
which in ethics is always almost disastrous. As Russell acutely un-
derpins, Stoics did the right thing to be virtuous, and not the other
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way round.!® Such a conception of ethics, though, smacks of reli-
gious disposition.

The recognition of such a deficiency does not justify adherence

to life at any expense. At the bottom line, if life is seen as a right, it
cannot be obligatory, for in such a case it would be a duty. But let’s
admit the obvious: the same also applies to virtue. Any other view
would not easily avoid the ensnaring of self-delusion.

10.

E. D. Protopapadakis
Lecturer of Applied Ethics, University of Athens
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Evayyelos A. Howtomamaddxig

ENNOIEZ THZ HOIKHX THZ XTOAXZ KAI 2YTXPONA ZHTHMATA:
EY®ANAZIA KAI YTIOBOHOOYMENH AYTOKTONIA

IMegiAnym

H Tatounf) HOwn amotelel veomaym whddo tg Egaguoouévng HOL-
%xNg, 1 OTola, UE TN OERA TNG, UWOME TTQOGPOTA £6QOUUMONKE M AVTOVO-
wog xhadog tng HOwng ®rhocopiog. Qotdoo o Stoavontég Tov el TV
NUEQOV UAC AOYOAOVVTOL UE avTioTolyo {ntiuoto eviote dev amnyotv
amAdg avihpelg xow 0£0eLg Tov avnrovy 0to £vO0E0 GCO0 %ol UaXQLVO
moQerdov g HOuxng dhocopiag, ald ol cuyvd eaviovtar av-
TOVOLOL TO. ETLYELQNUATO PLAOCOPMVY TOV RAAOROV XQOvVmv. To emuyel-
ofuata, el oQadelynott, vVITEQ ™ eVOOUVAOLOG %Al TG LUTQWA VITO-
fonbovuevng avtoxtovioag, ta omoio g dfova tovg éxouvv v StaTh-
QNoN ™G QEOTQETELAG ®OL TV SLALOPAMON TG VOTEQOPNULAE TOV 1OL-
%OV TTQOOMITOV, ATNYOVV AVTIAMPELS TOV ZTOWMOV TEQL TN TQMTOXA-
Bedolog ™g agerrg, nou g ovvardhovOng avtidmpng tov oyabol g
Comg og uEoov yior TV amortnon e H aluatodng medodog mov éxel
OUVTELEOTEL O€ 0,TL QPOQA 0TV ®aTaTQAUVTIKY PQoVvTIda, 08 ouvOUL-
ouo e to StouQudg avEavouevo artnuoto SlevéQyelag evbavaoiog, amo-
Seevier axQpdg ovTd: TAQOTL O TOVOS OTLS UEQES WOG WITTOQEL Vol
eheyyOel amoteleopotind, To NOWA TQOCMITA EVIOTE TQOXRQIVOUV TNV
Swaopdlon g agetrs amd v Swotnenon g Corg tovg. O ouyyga-
péag vrootneiler mmg 1 NN g ZToAg SHALDVEL TOV %OT  ETLAOYTY
0dvato, MOTO00 oL avtioTolreg BE0ELE TOV ZTOWMOV PLLOcOPOV, OTOV
vrofnbolv oty Pacavo tng evdehexolg xQruxng eEétaong, amodet-
UVOOVTOL OVETTOQUELS, ATEMECPOQES %Ol SUOAELTOVQYIXES OTO €UQUTEQO
TAQLOLO (oG oUVeEXTIXNG MOwNg BemQiag.
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