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    Abstract
Whether physician-assisted dying should be legalised is a major debate in medical ethics and much has been written on it from both secular and religious perspectives. Less, however, has been written on one of the potential consequences of legalised physician-assisted death: whether those who undergo this procedure will be given funerals by religious groups who oppose the practice. This article investigates the Catholic Church’s attitude to the burial of suicides, and how Catholic canon law has approached the question of ecclesiastic funerals for suicides throughout its history. From the sixth through the late 20th century, the Church technically did not bury anyone who willfully committed suicide. Broad shifts in the cultural attitude towards suicide, due in large part to new understandings of mental illness as disease, had a powerful effect on Catholic thought and practice in modernity, and the Church eventually dropped the ban on funerals for suicides from its law code altogether in the 1980s. The legalisation of physician-assisted death, however, raises again the possibility of a prohibition on funerals. The Church was able to drop its restrictions on funerals since suicide was seen as an act beyond the control of the deceased and thus worthy of mercy and compassion. In cases of physician-assisted dying, the patient must have consciously and willingly agreed to the procedure, undermining this understanding of suicide. The history of canon law on suicide funerals reveals the complexity of the Catholic attitude towards suicide and provides an important context to the current debate around physician-assisted death, and conflicts between medicine and religion more broadly.

	suicide
	catholicism
	theology
	physician assisted dying
	law




  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    


  



  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    https://doi.org/10.1136/medhum-2018-011622

  


  
  



  
        Statistics from Altmetric.com

    
  
  
    
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    


  


  
  



  
        Request Permissions

    
  
  
    If you wish to reuse any or all of this article please use the link below which will take you to the Copyright Clearance Center’s RightsLink service. You will be able to get a quick price and instant permission to reuse the content in many different ways.

  


  
  



  
        

    
  
  
    
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    	suicide
	catholicism
	theology
	physician assisted dying
	law



View Full Text
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Footnotes
	Contributors RLD is the sole author of this article and was responsible for both the research and writing of the text.

	Funding The authors have not declared a specific grant for this research from any funding agency in the public, commercial or not-for-profit sectors.

	Competing interests None declared.

	Patient and public involvement statement This article uses primarily historical material, including church documents and the writings of theologians; research for this article did not involve any human patients or the public in any way.

	Patient consent for publication Not required.

	Provenance and peer review Not commissioned; externally peer reviewed.





  


  
  



  
        Read the full text or download the PDF:

    
  
  
    
  
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
      


  
  



      

    


    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Subscribe (£73)  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Log in   


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  
    



  


  
  



  





  


  
  



  
        Read the full text or download the PDF:

    
  
  
    
  
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
      


  
  



      

    


    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Subscribe (£73)  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Log in   


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  
    



  


  
  



      

      
    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
      


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
    
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    
  
      
  
     
          

          

          

          

          




  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  


  



  

          

        


        
        
      

    

   

 


    
    
      
          
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    	[image: Institute of Medical Ethics]

  


  
  



  



  



  

      

    

  
    
    
      
          
    

    
  
    
  	Content	Latest content
	Current issue
	Archive
	Browse by collection
	Most read articles
	Responses


	Journal	About
	Editorial board
	Sign up for email alerts
	Subscribe
	Thank you to our reviewers


	Authors	Instructions for authors
	Submit an article
	Editorial policies
	Open Access at BMJ
	BMJ Author Hub


	Help	Contact us
	Reprints
	Permissions
	Advertising
	Feedback form





  



  

      
            
        
            
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    	 RSS
	 Twitter
	 Facebook
	 Blog
	 SoundCloud

  


  
  



  



  



  

        
      

          

  
      
    
      
    

    
      
        	Website Terms & Conditions
	Privacy & Cookies
	Contact BMJ


        
        Cookie Settings
        
        Online ISSN: 1473-4265Print ISSN: 1468-215X

        Copyright © 2023 BMJ Publishing Group Ltd & Institute of Medical Ethics. All rights reserved.

      

    

  
      
    
        
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    


  



  


  
  



  



  



  

    

  

  
  


