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Research Question

Main research question: What is the Hindu attitude toward end-of-life 
issues (pain control, futile treatment, sedation, withholding or withdrawing 
artificial hydration and nutrition, requests for euthanasia, and assisted 
suicide)?

Sub-questions:

• What are the religious sources on which Hindu end-of-life attitudes are 
based?

• Does a normative Hindu end-of-life attitude exist (i.e. an attitude that 
is binding for Hindus on coercive religious grounds)?

• How can the answers on the questions above help palliative care 
workers to anticipate ethical end-of-life dilemmas whenever Hindus 
are involved?

Context of the Research
Palliative care is no longer a uniquely Western phenomenon. Palliative care has become global in a double sense. On the one hand, in the West there 
is a growing population of non-Western immigrants (e.g. Indian Hindus). On the other hand, palliative care has expanded beyond the geographical 
boundaries of the West and is being implemented in non-Western contexts (e.g. India). Since palliative care is not only concerned with the physical 
well-being of the patient, but also wants to provide psychosocial and spiritual support, within the current global context of palliative care the religious, 
ideological and cultural diversity of patients has to be taken into consideration.  A problem that merits special attention are the complex ethical 
decisions that sometimes have to be taken at the end of life of a terminal patient. In this research we focus on Hindu end-of-life ethics. We investigate 
to what extent traditional Hindu sources can help palliative care workers to anticipate ethical end-of-life dilemmas whenever Hindus are involved. 
Interdisciplinary research about religion, end-of-life ethics and palliative care in contemporary multicultural and multireligious society has become one 
of the central research-axes of the Interdisciplinary Centre for the Study of Religion and World View. In 2007 a new project was started focusing on the 
influence of Hinduism on the development and experience of palliative care in North India.

Results

• Few indological and bio-ethical studies deal with ethical problems like 
euthanasia and physician assisted suicide from a Hindu perspective. 
These studies generally use a Western conceptualisation of religion 
and fail to appreciate the diversity in Hinduism.

• There are several Hindu concepts and ideas that could be connected 
with euthanasia. These ideas are often contradictory. A generally 
applicable Hindu end-of-life ethic does not exist. 

• Of course, this does not mean that ethical thinking is absent in
Hinduism. Hindus believe they are responsible for their actions and that 
they have to live an ethically correct life. 

• But, there is no Hindu authority that can concretely determine what an 
ethically correct life amounts to in all circumstances. When making 
concrete end-of-life decisions Hindus contextually draw from a vast 
body of ethical injunctions and exemplary stories. 

• The religious substructure of attitudes towards end-of-life decisions, 
consists of a flexible basis, i.e., the personal contextual Hindu 
background of each Hindu, to which religious arguments and 
reasonings can be added depending the condition of an individual
patient.

Consequences for Palliative Care

• Western ethical models are not universally applicable. Awareness of 
the complex Hindu point of view will contribute to the development of 
a contextually adapted model of palliative care for every Hindu 
patient.

• In the case of a terminal Hindu patient, decisions about approach 
and treatment should be taken on the basis of the actual customs, 
opinions, values and attitudes of the individual patient, and not on the 
basis of a predetermined simplistic construction.

• Every time the palliative-care team treats a Hindu patient, the team 
members have to enquire which particular beliefs and ethical 
principles are decisive for the patient and his or her family.

Method

All literature dealing with Hindu end-of-life attitudes was reviewed. After 
identifying the religious sources from which Hindus draw inspiration to 
determine their attitude towards ethical issues in general and towards 
end-of-life issues in particular, we performed a critical analysis of (the 
use of)  these sources (popular stories and magazines, epics, pur��� a-s, 
traditional religious concepts like karma) to determine the Hindu attitude 
toward end-of-life issues
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