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the u.s. euthanasia society is presently called Compassion & Choices. This organization, formerly

known as the Hemlock Society, has played a pivotal role in advocating for the rights of terminally ill

patients seeking control over their end-of-life decisions. The evolution of its name reflects broader

shifts in societal attitudes, legal landscapes, and ethical discussions surrounding euthanasia and

assisted dying in the United States. Understanding the history, mission, and current activities of

Compassion & Choices provides critical insight into how this organization influences policy, public

opinion, and patient autonomy. This article will explore the origins of the U.S. euthanasia society, its

rebranding journey, and its ongoing efforts to support dignified death choices. Additionally, the article

will clarify common misconceptions and outline the organization's impact on legislation and healthcare

practices related to euthanasia and physician-assisted suicide.
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History and Origins of the U.S. Euthanasia Society

The U.S. euthanasia society has its roots in the mid-20th century, during a time when debates about

the right to die were gaining momentum. Originally founded as the Hemlock Society in 1980 by Derek

Humphry and other advocates, the organization sought to promote awareness and legal acceptance of

euthanasia and physician-assisted suicide. The name “Hemlock” was chosen symbolically, referencing

the poison historically used in ancient Greece for executions, famously that of Socrates.

Founding Principles and Early Activities

The Hemlock Society focused on educating the public about end-of-life options, including living wills

and advance directives, which were revolutionary concepts at that time. The society provided

resources for patients and families, encouraging informed discussions about death with dignity. Early

campaigns involved publishing literature, hosting conferences, and lobbying for legal reforms in various

states.

Challenges and Controversies

The society faced significant opposition from religious groups, medical professionals, and lawmakers

who feared that euthanasia could lead to abuse or devalue human life. The controversial nature of the

topic meant the organization operated in a highly polarized environment, requiring careful navigation of

ethical and legal boundaries.

The Transition to Compassion & Choices

In 2003, the Hemlock Society merged with another advocacy group, Compassion In Dying Federation,

to form Compassion & Choices. This transition marked a strategic rebranding designed to broaden the

organization's appeal and emphasize compassion and patient autonomy rather than the more clinical

or controversial connotations of euthanasia.



Reasons for Rebranding

The name change aimed to reflect a more holistic approach to end-of-life care, focusing not only on

the option of assisted death but also on improving palliative care, hospice services, and patient-

provider communication. Compassion & Choices sought to destigmatize discussions about death and

empower individuals with knowledge and legal tools.

Expansion of Services and Outreach

Post-merger, Compassion & Choices expanded its educational programs, legal assistance, and

advocacy campaigns nationwide. The organization prioritized supporting state-level legislation for death

with dignity laws and worked to ensure that patients’ rights were respected within healthcare systems.

Mission and Goals of Compassion & Choices

The central mission of Compassion & Choices is to advocate for patient autonomy and compassionate

care at the end of life. The organization emphasizes the right of terminally ill individuals to make

informed decisions about their own death, including the option of physician-assisted death where it is

legal.

Core Objectives

Promoting access to comprehensive end-of-life options

Advancing legislation that supports death with dignity

Providing education to patients, families, and healthcare providers

Ensuring equitable access to palliative and hospice care



Protecting patient rights through legal advocacy

Ethical Framework

Compassion & Choices operates within an ethical framework that respects individual choice, informed

consent, and the alleviation of suffering. The organization recognizes the complexity of end-of-life

decisions and supports a patient-centered approach that balances compassion with medical ethics.

Legal and Ethical Advocacy Efforts

One of the most significant roles of Compassion & Choices is its involvement in shaping and

supporting laws related to euthanasia and physician-assisted suicide. The organization actively

participates in legislative campaigns, legal challenges, and public policy discussions.

Death with Dignity Laws

Compassion & Choices has been instrumental in the enactment and defense of death with dignity

statutes in states such as Oregon, Washington, California, Colorado, and Vermont. These laws allow

terminally ill adults to request and receive a prescription for life-ending medication under strict

guidelines.

Addressing Ethical Concerns

The organization works to address common ethical questions and concerns raised by opponents of

euthanasia. It advocates for safeguards to prevent coercion and abuse, emphasizing rigorous eligibility

criteria, psychological evaluation, and informed consent as cornerstones of ethical practice.



Public Perception and Educational Initiatives

Changing public perception about euthanasia and assisted dying has been a critical component of the

organization’s strategy. Compassion & Choices invests heavily in education to demystify the subject

and encourage open dialogue.

Educational Programs

The organization offers workshops, seminars, and informational materials designed for patients,

families, healthcare providers, and the general public. These programs cover topics such as advance

care planning, living wills, palliative care options, and legal rights.

Media and Awareness Campaigns

Compassion & Choices utilizes media campaigns to highlight personal stories, ethical issues, and

legislative updates. These efforts aim to humanize the conversation and foster empathy and

understanding across diverse audiences.

Impact on Legislation and Patient Rights

Over the decades, Compassion & Choices has significantly influenced the legal landscape surrounding

euthanasia and end-of-life care in the United States. Its advocacy has contributed to the development

of policies that respect individual choice and ensure dignity in dying.

Key Legislative Achievements

Support for the Oregon Death with Dignity Act (1997)1.



Advocacy for similar laws in Washington (2008) and California (2016)2.

Legal challenges defending patient rights in various courts3.

Promotion of advance directive statutes nationwide4.

Efforts to expand access to hospice and palliative care services5.

Ongoing Challenges and Future Directions

Despite these successes, Compassion & Choices continues to face legal battles and opposition in

certain states. The organization is also focused on addressing disparities in access to end-of-life

options based on socioeconomic and racial factors. Future efforts include expanding education,

refining ethical guidelines, and advocating for federal recognition of death with dignity rights.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the current name of the U.S. euthanasia society?

The U.S. euthanasia society is presently called 'Compassion & Choices.'

When did the U.S. euthanasia society change its name to Compassion

& Choices?

The organization changed its name to Compassion & Choices in 2003.



What was the original name of Compassion & Choices?

The original name was the Hemlock Society.

Why did the U.S. euthanasia society change its name to Compassion &

Choices?

The name was changed to better reflect the organization's broader focus on end-of-life options and

advocacy beyond just euthanasia.

What is the mission of Compassion & Choices, formerly the U.S.

euthanasia society?

Its mission is to improve patient autonomy and expand end-of-life options, including medical aid in

dying.

Does Compassion & Choices support euthanasia or assisted suicide?

Compassion & Choices supports medical aid in dying, which includes assisted suicide, but euthanasia

(where a physician directly administers life-ending medication) is generally illegal in the U.S.

How can someone get involved with Compassion & Choices?

Individuals can get involved by volunteering, donating, advocating for end-of-life legislation, or

accessing their resources for end-of-life planning.

Additional Resources

1. Final Exit: The Practicalities of Self-Deliverance and Assisted Suicide for the Dying

This groundbreaking book by Derek Humphry serves as a comprehensive guide on the methods and

legal aspects of assisted suicide. It is often referenced by advocates and members of organizations

like Compassion & Choices, the current name of the U.S. euthanasia society. The book provides



compassionate advice while addressing ethical and practical concerns surrounding end-of-life

decisions.

2. Compassion & Choices: Advocating for Dignity at the End of Life

This work chronicles the evolution of the organization formerly known as the Hemlock Society into

Compassion & Choices. It details the group's efforts to promote patient autonomy and improve laws

surrounding medical aid in dying. The book also highlights personal stories from individuals who have

benefited from the group’s advocacy.

3. Death with Dignity: The Case for Legalizing Physician-Assisted Dying

Author Robert Orfali explores the moral, legal, and medical arguments in favor of death with dignity

laws. The book discusses the history and impact of legislation in states like Oregon and Washington,

where Compassion & Choices has played a significant role. It is a compelling resource for

understanding the societal shift toward accepting assisted dying.

4. Living and Dying with Choice: Personal Stories from the Right-to-Die Movement

This collection of narratives shares the experiences of individuals and families who faced terminal

illness and opted for assisted death. It provides a human perspective on the work of Compassion &

Choices and similar organizations. Readers gain insight into the emotional and ethical complexities of

end-of-life choices.

5. The Hemlock Society Handbook on Dying

Originally published when the organization was known as the Hemlock Society, this handbook offers

practical advice on end-of-life planning, including legal and medical options. It serves as a historical

document reflecting early activism in the right-to-die movement. The guide remains relevant for

understanding the foundations of current euthanasia advocacy.

6. Ethics at the End of Life: Perspectives from Compassion & Choices

This book examines the ethical debates surrounding euthanasia and physician-assisted suicide from

the viewpoint of Compassion & Choices. Contributors include ethicists, medical professionals, and

activists who discuss autonomy, quality of life, and the role of healthcare providers. It provides a



thoughtful analysis aimed at policymakers and the general public.

7. Right to Die, Right to Live: Legal Battles and Triumphs in Assisted Suicide

Detailing landmark court cases and legislative efforts, this book highlights the legal journey of the right-

to-die movement in the U.S. It emphasizes the role of Compassion & Choices in shaping public policy

and protecting patients’ rights. The narrative underscores ongoing challenges and victories in

achieving end-of-life choices.

8. Choosing Peace: The Compassion & Choices Guide to End-of-Life Options

This guidebook offers an overview of medical aid in dying options, hospice care, and advance

directives. It is designed to empower patients and families with information to make informed

decisions. The book reflects the mission of Compassion & Choices to provide compassionate support

and education.

9. Beyond the Final Frontier: The Future of Euthanasia and Assisted Suicide in America

Looking ahead, this book explores emerging trends, technologies, and ethical considerations in

assisted dying. It discusses how Compassion & Choices and similar organizations are adapting to new

challenges and societal attitudes. The author speculates on the future landscape of end-of-life care

and patient autonomy.
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