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Germany overturns ban on assisted suicide
Germany’s supreme court has lifted a ban on professionally assisted suicide in a landmark ruling. 
Rob Hyde reports from Germany.

Following a campaign by doctors 
and terminally ill patients, Germany’s 
supreme court has lifted a law which 
outlawed the provision of assisted-
suicide services. These services could 
range from signing a prescription 
for a lethal overdose of sedatives, to 
providing consultation to terminally 
ill patients on how they could travel 
outside of Germany to end their lives 
legally.

Speaking from Germany’s Federal 
Constitutional Court in Karlsruhe, 
Judge Andreas Voßkuhle said the 
2015 law—paragraph 217 of the 
German Criminal Code—did not allow 
a person either “the right to a self-
determined death” or “the freedom 
to take one’s life and seek help doing 
so”. This law, he said, therefore 
violated the German constitution, 
and was now void.

The association Sterbehilfe 
Deutschland e.V. (Assisted Suicide 
Germany) was among those cam-
paigning against paragraph 217. 
Roger Kusch, head of the organisation 
and Hamburg’s former senator for 
justice, said that the ruling by the 
supreme court marked “...a wonderful 
day for our association, for the 
association members and also for 

all interested citizens.” He said the 
ruling meant that no-one now has to 
suffer the pressure “...from churches 
and from other people, who believe 
they have to influence the entire 
population and the whole of society.” 

Others, however, are less jubilant. 
Frank Ulrich Montgomery is president 

of the Standing Committee of 
European Doctors, which represents 
national medical associations across 
Europe. He fears that the supreme 
court’s ruling will mean the principle 
of doctors preserving life could be 
rendered obsolete. Moreover, he 
objects to the court’s assertion that 
a person’s express wish to end their 
life must “…be respected by state and 
society as an act of autonomous self-
determination”. 

Speaking to The Lancet from Berlin, 
he said the supreme court judgment 
was “very disconcerting”. “It now 
means that no matter what the 
underlying cause is, it is now alright 
for people to kill themselves and for 
people to help them do it. Whether 
you are sick or old or just tired of 
living, or whether you are healthy and 
fit to work—now everyone suddenly 
has the right to commit suicide and 
to be helped in doing it.”

“Euthanasia” comes from the 
Greek word euthanatos  (which 
means easy death), and means 
taking steps to end an individual’s 
life to relieve suffering. In a medical 
context, euthanasia refers to a 
doctor using painless means to end 
a person’s life, providing the patient 
agrees. Assisted suicide, by contrast, 

refers to when a person is helped 
to kill themselves. Switzerland has 
eight right-to-die clinics and is 
the European country most often 
associated with assisted suicide. 
However, both euthanasia and 
assisted suicide are legal in Belgium, 
Luxembourg, and the Netherlands, 
although each country varies on how 
it defines both terms. In Germany, 
the issue of the state legalising 
euthanasia is highly sensitive, 
especially given that the Nazis 
used the same term to describe the 
murder of hundreds of thousands of 
disabled people.

Speaking to The Lancet from the 
Department of Palliative Medicine at 
the University Hospital Bonn (Bonn, 
Germany), Lukas Radbruch, president 
of the German Association for 
Palliative Medicine, says remaining 
sensitive to the complexities 
surrounding assisted suicide is 
essential if societies wish to remain 
humane.

“Patients with motor neuron 
disease often say they would rather 
die than be put on a ventilator. But 
when we talk to them, they often 
change their minds. Patients can 
often bear much more than we 
initially think. They are often still 
full of hope, and tell you things like 
‘Until I die, I want to enjoy the sunrise 
each day.’ We should be sensitive 
towards this complex ambivalence 
which terminally ill patients often 
develop.”

“When you talk to the people in 
nursing homes who say they want 
to end their lives, the most frequent 
reason they give is they don’t want 
to be a burden on society. We as a 
society should then work on having 
them not feel this way.”
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Andreas Voßkuhle said the law violated the constitution and was no longer valid

“...remaining sensitive to the 
complexities surrounding 
assisted suicide is essential if 
societies wish to remain 
humane.“
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