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ABSTRACT 

 
This thesis argues that the topic of active voluntary euthanasia (AVE) has been 
significantly neglected in existing political studies research, despite the fact that AVE 
reform raises fundamental questions about the scope and application of political authority.  
 
While this is predominantly a politics thesis in its focus, the thesis also draws when 
necessary on the broader scholarly literature on AVE, including literature fields such as 
ethics, as well as on broader public debate and the views of politicians. The thesis also 
examines, and engages with, the views of relevant traditional and contemporary political 
theorists including John Stuart Mill, Jeremy Bentham, and Amitai Etzioni. Whilst it will be 
acknowledged that liberal and utilitarian principles have helped shape and inform the AVE 
reform debate, and have useful contributions to offer, it is maintained that neither of these 
approaches provide a suitably comprehensive guide to policy. The thesis argues that 
communitarianism’s emphasis upon the communal good provides an indispensable 
counterbalance to potential problems that can arise with some other approaches, including 
excessive individualism and the uncertainties of moral subjectivism.  
 
More particularly, it is suggested that without an ongoing commitment to the principles of 
self restraint and ‘other regarding’ beneficence, legalised euthanasia could pose a serious 
threat to the welfare of vulnerable citizens. This is a point of view that is also expressed by 
many religious critics of AVE and it is argued that pro-choice advocates have relied unduly 
upon the separation of Church and State principle to deflect a legitimate criticism. 
Although it is conceded that a commitment to secular liberal–democratic principles is at 
odds with a legislative prohibition against the popularly endorsed option of last resort 
(beneficent) AVE it is, nevertheless, maintained that the concerns of these and other critics 
should not be ignored. Indeed, an examination of various case studies highlights the 
importance of ensuring a balance between individual autonomy and adequate legislative 
safeguards. Case studies examined include John Ashcroft’s controlled substances 
intervention in Oregon, US Congressional action to preserve the life of persistent 
vegetative state patient Terri Schiavo and Australian anti-suicide / active euthanasia 
legislation, particularly the Northern Territory’s Rights of the Terminally Ill Act. 
 
The conclusion of the thesis not only pulls together the key arguments regarding AVE but 
also highlights the insights which the AVE debate can provide for understanding broader 
issues in political theory and practice, particularly in regard to the rights of the individual 
and the responsibility of the state to legislate for the collective good. 
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