
What Is The Hemlock Society

What is the Hemlock Society? The Hemlock Society is an organization that has played a
significant role in advocating for the rights of individuals seeking to end their own lives in
cases of terminal illness or unbearable suffering. Founded in the late 20th century, the
society's mission centers around promoting the concept of voluntary euthanasia and
assisting those who wish to die with dignity. This article delves into the history, mission,
activities, and controversies surrounding the Hemlock Society, as well as its evolution into
more contemporary organizations.

History of the Hemlock Society

The Hemlock Society was established in the United States in 1980 by Derek Humphry, a



journalist and author known for his writings on euthanasia. The organization emerged in a
context where discussions about death, dying, and the rights of individuals to choose their
own end were becoming increasingly prominent.

Founding Principles

The Hemlock Society was founded on several core principles:

1. Autonomy: The belief that individuals should have the right to make decisions about their
own lives, including the choice to end their own suffering.
2. Compassion: The organization emphasizes the importance of providing compassionate
support to individuals facing unbearable pain or terminal illness.
3. Education: A significant part of the Hemlock Society's mission has been to educate the
public about end-of-life choices, including the legal, ethical, and medical aspects of
euthanasia and assisted suicide.

Key Milestones

- 1982: The Hemlock Society published its first newsletter, providing resources and
information to individuals seeking assistance.
- 1991: The society gained national attention when it held its first public conference on the
right to die.
- 1997: The U.S. Supreme Court ruled on cases regarding assisted suicide, which influenced
the society's advocacy efforts.

Mission and Objectives

The Hemlock Society's mission has always been clear: to promote the right to die with
dignity. Over the years, its objectives have evolved, but they remain focused on several key
areas:

1. Advocating for Legal Reforms: The Hemlock Society has consistently pushed for changes
in laws regarding assisted suicide and euthanasia, advocating for the legalization of these
practices in various states.
2. Providing Resources and Support: The organization offers resources, including literature,
legal information, and referrals to healthcare practitioners who support end-of-life choices.
3. Public Education: The Hemlock Society aims to raise awareness about the issues
surrounding assisted dying, working to change societal perceptions and reduce stigma.

Activities and Impact

The Hemlock Society has engaged in various activities to further its mission.



Advocacy Efforts

- Legislative Initiatives: The organization has lobbied for legislation that allows for
physician-assisted suicide and has participated in campaigns to support ballot initiatives in
various states.
- Coalition Building: The Hemlock Society has worked alongside other organizations and
coalitions that share similar goals, amplifying their message and increasing their impact.

Community Outreach

- Workshops and Seminars: The society has organized events to educate individuals about
their rights regarding end-of-life decisions.
- Public Speaking Engagements: Leaders within the Hemlock Society often speak at
conferences and public forums to discuss issues around euthanasia and to advocate for
change.

Publications and Resources

The Hemlock Society has produced a variety of written materials:

- Books: Derek Humphry authored several books, including "Final Exit," which provides
guidance on self-deliverance for those in suffering.
- Newsletters: Regular newsletters inform members and the public about legislative
changes, upcoming events, and personal stories from individuals affected by terminal
illness.

Controversies and Criticism

Despite its advocacy efforts, the Hemlock Society has faced significant criticism and
controversy.

Ethical Concerns

Opponents of the Hemlock Society often raise ethical concerns about the implications of
legalizing assisted suicide. These include:

- Slippery Slope Argument: Critics argue that legalizing euthanasia could lead to non-
voluntary euthanasia or pressure on vulnerable individuals to end their lives.
- Value of Life: Some organizations and religious groups argue that life should be preserved
at all costs, regardless of an individual's suffering.



Legal Challenges

The Hemlock Society has encountered legal challenges in its pursuit of advocacy:

- State Laws: Many states have resisted efforts to legalize assisted dying, citing moral and
ethical concerns. The organization has had to navigate complex legal landscapes in its
advocacy efforts.
- High-Profile Cases: Certain high-profile cases, such as those of individuals who sought
assisted suicide, have sparked public debate and legal scrutiny, impacting the society's
work.

The Transformation into Modern Advocacy
Groups

As societal attitudes towards euthanasia and assisted suicide have evolved, so too has the
Hemlock Society. In 2003, it underwent a significant transformation and rebranded itself as
the Compassion & Choices organization.

New Mission and Focus

The rebranding allowed the organization to expand its focus and reach:

- Broader Advocacy: Compassion & Choices now addresses a wider array of end-of-life
issues, including access to quality palliative care and improved healthcare decision-making.
- Collaborative Efforts: The organization collaborates with various stakeholders, including
healthcare professionals, legal experts, and policymakers, to advocate for comprehensive
end-of-life care options.

Current Goals

Compassion & Choices continues to pursue several initiatives:

1. Legislation: Advocating for the passage of death with dignity laws across the United
States.
2. Education: Providing resources for patients, families, and healthcare providers about
end-of-life choices.
3. Support: Offering support for individuals navigating the complexities of terminal illness
and end-of-life decisions.

Conclusion



The Hemlock Society, now known as Compassion & Choices, has played a pivotal role in the
movement for euthanasia and assisted suicide in the United States. Through advocacy,
education, and community outreach, it has sought to empower individuals to make
informed choices about their own end-of-life care. While it has faced significant challenges
and controversies, the organization continues to evolve and adapt, reflecting changing
societal attitudes towards death and dying. The conversation surrounding assisted dying
remains complex and multifaceted, ensuring that the work of Compassion & Choices is
more relevant than ever as society grapples with issues of autonomy, compassion, and the
right to die with dignity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Hemlock Society?
The Hemlock Society is an organization that advocates for the right to die with dignity,
primarily through assisted suicide and euthanasia for terminally ill patients.

When was the Hemlock Society founded?
The Hemlock Society was founded in 1980 by Derek Humphry in the United States.

What are the main goals of the Hemlock Society?
The main goals of the Hemlock Society include promoting end-of-life choices, advocating for
legal reforms regarding assisted dying, and providing information and support for
individuals considering these options.

Is the Hemlock Society active in countries outside the
United States?
Yes, the Hemlock Society has inspired similar organizations and discussions about assisted
dying in various countries around the world.

What kind of resources does the Hemlock Society
provide?
The Hemlock Society provides educational materials, legal information, and support
networks for individuals and families facing end-of-life decisions.

How has the Hemlock Society influenced legislation?
The Hemlock Society has played a significant role in advocating for legislation related to
physician-assisted dying, influencing public opinion and policy in several states and
countries.

Who can benefit from the services of the Hemlock



Society?
Individuals with terminal illnesses, chronic pain, or those seeking end-of-life options can
benefit from the services and information provided by the Hemlock Society.

Is the Hemlock Society involved in any legal battles?
Yes, the Hemlock Society has been involved in various legal battles and advocacy efforts
aimed at changing laws related to assisted dying.

What is the Hemlock Society's stance on palliative care?
The Hemlock Society supports palliative care but believes that individuals should also have
the option of assisted dying if they choose it, especially in cases of unbearable suffering.

How can someone get involved with the Hemlock
Society?
Individuals can get involved with the Hemlock Society by becoming members, participating
in advocacy efforts, attending events, and spreading awareness about end-of-life choices.
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Discover what the Hemlock Society is and its role in advocating for end-of-life choices. Learn more
about its mission and impact on assisted dying today!
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