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Some of the opponents to assisted dying legislation (and even some who support the practice) mean 

that avoiding the word suicide is just a way to euphemize what is really going on.17 There has also 

been similar criticism toward vague terms like death with dignity, medical aid in dying, end of life 

choices or etc. Especially death with dignity is a contested term as dignity can mean very different 

things for different people. According to Johnstone, dignity is often presented as a core value by 

organizations supporting euthanasia and assisted dying legislation, but in reality it is used as more of 

a euphemism for assisted dying in for example the use of phrases such as dying with dignity. 

Montero points out that feelings and images of dignity are affected by both those surrounding the 

person who is dying and by society as a whole. Some of the proponents of legalization have reacted 

to the criticism around the use of the term dignity in this context and for example Compassion & 

Choices recommend that their volunteers do not use the phrase dying with dignity when talking 

about physician-assisted dying. This is discussed in a training video for volunteers in the New York 

campaign from 2017. It is explained in the video that although the movement has become known as 

the death-with-dignity movement they do not want to suggest that the only way to die a dignified 

death is through medical aid in dying so they recommend avoiding using the two as synonyms. Even 

though some organizations are moving toward calling it medical aid in dying, the phrase dying with 

dignity is still strongly associated with physician-assisted dying. The other big advocacy organization 

in this matter in the U.S. is called Death with Dignity, and the laws instated in Oregon and 

Washington are named Death with Dignity. The newer laws have names that do not mention dignity, 

without that necessarily meaning that their names are any clearer in stating what the law is about. 

The laws that have been introduced in different states have the following names: the Death with 

Dignity Act in Oregon, Washington and Washington D.C., the Patient Choice and Control at End of Life 

Act in Vermont, the End of Life Option Act in California and End of Life Options Act in Colorado, the 

Our Care, Our Choice Act in Hawaii and finally, the Aid in Dying for the Terminally Ill Act in New 

Jersey. This might be a result of the fact that the laws have been developed in cooperation with the 

advocacy organizations, as the two big ones Death with Dignity and Compassion & Choices use very 

similar language, underlining patient options, choices and control at the end of life.18 

Hillyard and Dombrink suggest that changes in the language related to assisted dying has been a way 

to resolve cultural and ethical conflict in medicine and redefine how issues are understood. The term 

mercy killing is no longer used, because the act of killing does not fit into the cultural and social role 
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of physicians. Euthanasia is problematic because it brings to mind the mass murders of Nazi 

Germany. Changing the language has been a way to legitimate practices.19 

One last term that I want to mention here is the right to die. Right to die is the concept that humans 

have the right to end their own life if they are suffering from a terminal illness, or in some cases, 

simply because they no longer wish to live. Assisted dying proponents are often referred to as right-

to-die organizations or the right-to-die movement. Opponents on the other hand are, like in the case 

of abortion, often called the right-to-life movement. The term right to die is widely used and can 

refer to different practices. For example, the earlier court cases about the right to refuse treatment 

are often referred to as right-to-die cases, although the Supreme Court has not seen a constitutional 

right to die and the cases have been decided on other matters. 

In this thesis, I use the term (physician-)assisted death or dying, which is, in my opinion, the most 

descriptive and neutral term that I have come across. By assisted dying, I refer to the practice as it 

exists in the United States. There are slight differences in the laws between different states, but the 

differences are small enough that I think they can be treated as the same law for the purposes of this 

analysis, which is not focused on the technical aspects of the laws. All the laws are based on the 

Oregon law that will be discussed later in this chapter. Before discussing the particulars of the 

legislation in place in Oregon, it makes sense to shortly introduce the history of assisted dying in the 

United States. The organizations and court cases that are discussed next have been central in forming 

what assisted dying laws in the U.S. look like today. 

2.2 A short history of assisted dying in the U.S. 
Assisting someone to die for compassionate reasons is something about which almost every state in 

the United States has their own laws. Aiding someone to die is illegal in many states, but it varies 

how much the law is enforced. Richard Kay estimates that there might be hundreds or thousands of 

cases every year where a physician helps a patient die through assisted death or active euthanasia.20 

Kay suggests that when all parties involved are agreed, cases are unlikely to come to the attention of 

law enforcement and even when they do, there has not been an eagerness to prosecute. In cases 

that have made it to trial, juries have been understanding and if there has been a conviction the 

sentences have not been harsh.21 To better understand the practice of assisted dying in the U.S., it 

might be useful to take a look at the history leading up to the situation today, where several states 

have recently legalized physician-assisted dying or seem to be in the process of doing so. 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yPfe3rCcUeQ&t=140s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1lHXH0Zb2QI&t=166s




https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X1WDTvByLxQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=55240s0QdQg









































































































