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PHYSICIAN COOPERATION

IN PATIENT SUICIDE

One of the enduring bulwarks of Christian morality
is the fundamental conviction that some actions are
always intrinsically evil. An intrinsically evil action is
never morally justifiable for the primary agent, Le., for
the one who freely intends and then carries out the act.
The phrase "never morally justifiable" indicates that the
action is judged to be evil regardless of any extenuating
circumstances surrounding the action. Put another
way, in an intrinsically evil act there can be no
exceptional circumstances that would allow the act to
become morally acceptable. For example, euthanasia
and direct abortion are classified as intrinsically evil
acts. There are no circumstances that could make either
mercy killing or the direct killing of an unborn child a
moral act.

Intrinsically evil actions are part of the objective
moral order that can be known by the intellect without
reference to revelation. This fundamental concept of
Catholic moral theology is one of the major teachings
re-emphasized in John Paul II's encyclical Veritatis
splendor. With the rise of state-approved physician-
assisted suicide (PAS) in Oregon, and with efforts to
expand the so-called "right to die" to other states, the
possibility that physicians may be asked or even
compelled to become involved in the intrinsically evil act
of suicide is now upon us. Therefore, a careful
consideration of how the Catholic moral principles
govern cooperation with physician-assisted suicide is
necessary.

The Cooperator's Dilemma

In carrying out an intrinsically evil action, the
primary agent (the Wrongdoer) may need or involve the
assistance of another individual (the Cooperator). For
example, when a physician acts as a Wrongdoer, he may
involve the cooperation of many other members of a
hospital staff: a hospital administrator, a nurse, a
pharmacist, and possibly even an orderly if the orderly
must retrieve the lethal dose from the pharmacy. These
examples indicate a range of possible cooperation with
the intrinsically evil act of suicide. Determining the
exact type and degree of cooperation are the crucial
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elements in the assignment of cooperator culpability.
Whether or not an individual's actions fall into the
realm of illicit cooperation with evil requires a careful
analysis of three factors: the individual's intent, the
degree of cooperation and the likelihood of scandal.

The first systematic effort to analyze the morality of
cooperation with evil was that of St. Alphonsus Liguori
over 200 years ago in 1787, though he relied upon an
older tradition of moral analysis dating back to ancient
times. Liguori identified the set of principles that govern
cooperation by distinguishing between formal and
material cooperation and by assessing the degree of
scandal that may accompany cooperation with evil.
Scandal is a serious invitation to others to sin and
therefore is morally unacceptable. Since the 18th
century, numerous texts and articles by Catholic moral
theologians have sought to analyze the moral culpability
of a wide range of cooperator scenarios.

To attempt to understand the writings of moral
theologians on cooperation is quite formidable for the
laity because of the discipline's technical language.
Some of the more recent efforts to describe these
principles can be found in the "Appendix" of the Ethical
and Religious Directivesfor Catholic Health Care Services
(1995), issued by the National Conference of Catholic
Bishops; The Gospel of Life and the Vision of Health Care,
edited by Russell E. Smith [Pope John Center (1996));
Medicine and Christian Morality, 3rd ed., by Thomas J.
O'Donnell, S.J. [New York (1996»); Difficult Moral
Questions, vol. 3, by Germain Grisez [Quincy, Illinois
(1997)); Health Care Ethics, 4th ed., by Benedict M.
Ashley and Kevin D. O'Rourke [Wash. D.C. (1997)); and
articles in these pages, including "Formal and Material
Cooperation," by Russell E. Smith [20.6 (1995)); and
"Cooperating with Non-Catholic Partners," by the
Ethicists of the National Catholic Bioethics Center
[1998 (23.11)).

Formal Cooperation in PAS

The primary distinction within cooperation is
between formal and material cooperation. Formal
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