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Million Dollar Baby (2004), directed by Clint Eastwood, begins as a boxing drama and gradually
becomes an ethical drama about autonomy, disability, family, faith, and assisted death. Maggie
Fitzgerald is a 31-year-old waitress who believes boxing offers a path out of poverty and a way to
create a meaningful life on her own terms. Frankie Dunn, an experienced trainer, initially refuses to
coach her but eventually becomes her mentor, while Eddie “Scrap-lron” Dupris narrates much of the
story. Their relationships create a chosen family that contrasts sharply with Maggie’s neglectful
biological relatives and Frankie’s estrangement from his own daughter.

The film’s final act has generated extensive ethical debate because Maggie sustains a catastrophic
spinal cord injury and later asks Frankie to end her life. Some bioethicists read this as a powerful
argument about respect for autonomous choice. Disability scholars, however, have criticized the film
for presenting life with severe disability through an unusually narrow and hopeless frame. A
responsible analysis must therefore consider both the film’s internal moral logic and the social
assumptions built into its representation of disability (Braswell, 2011; Hawkins, 2011).

Boxing and Family

Boxing functions as more than a sport in the film. It gives Maggie structure, recognition, and a
language for self-worth. Before Frankie agrees to train her, she is treated by many people as too old,
too inexperienced, or too poor to succeed. Her persistence challenges these judgments. Training
becomes the method through which she turns discipline into identity.

Frankie’s repeated rule—protect yourself at all times—works both literally and symbolically. In boxing
it refers to defense. In the larger story it becomes ironic because neither Maggie nor Frankie can
protect themselves from emotional loss. Frankie’s estrangement from his daughter remains
unresolved, Scrap lives with the consequences of his own boxing career, and Maggie's success cannot
protect her from a sudden injury after a championship fight.

Scrap’s narration is effective because it gives the story distance and hindsight. He observes Maggie
and Frankie without fully explaining them, allowing the audience to interpret their motives. His voice
also frames the film as a memory rather than as a simple sequence of events. The narration becomes
particularly important because Frankie disappears after Maggie’s death; Scrap’s account preserves
the relationship and implicitly communicates it to Frankie’s daughter.
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The film’s strongest family theme is the contrast between biological and chosen relationships.
Maggie’s relatives show little interest in her boxing career and later appear primarily concerned with
financial benefit. Frankie and Scrap, by contrast, become emotionally invested in her growth.
Frankie’s relationship with Maggie increasingly resembles a father-daughter bond. This makes his
final decision morally more difficult because it cannot be understood as the detached judgment of a
clinician. It is made by someone whose love, grief, guilt, and need for redemption are inseparable
from the choice.

Frankie’s Catholic faith intensifies this conflict. He attends church, questions his priest, and struggles
with guilt. After Maggie asks him to help her die, the priest warns him that carrying out the request
will be morally grave and emotionally irreversible. The film therefore does not present the final act as
psychologically easy even when it gives substantial weight to Maggie’s wishes.

Autonomy and Death

The central bioethical question is whether respect for Maggie’s autonomous choice is sufficient to
justify Frankie's action. Hawkins (2011) reads the film as a case about autonomous decision-making
and argues that serious respect for persons includes taking their choices seriously, especially when
those choices concern the shape and meaning of their own lives.

That argument resembles James Rachels’s classic distinction between active and passive euthanasia.
Rachels (1975) challenged the moral assumption that actively causing death is always ethically worse
than allowing death when intention and outcome are otherwise comparable. The film dramatizes a
related distinction by placing Frankie in a situation where Maggie repeatedly asks him to intervene
rather than simply continue life-sustaining treatment indefinitely (Rachels, J, 1975).

Yet autonomy requires more than the expression of a preference. Ethical decision-making also asks
whether the person has decision-making capacity, adequate information, freedom from coercion,
access to alternatives, and time to adjust to major life changes. Million Dollar Baby compresses these
guestions dramatically. It shows Maggie’s suffering and determination, but it offers relatively little
sustained exploration of rehabilitation, assistive technology, peer support, psychological adjustment,
or life possibilities after spinal cord injury.

This omission matters because major disability can transform how a person experiences identity and
future possibilities. Decisions made soon after catastrophic injury may occur during pain, grief,
depression, or a period of radical adjustment. Respect for autonomy therefore includes both listening
to the person and ensuring that the choice is informed by realistic alternatives rather than by the
assumption that disability necessarily eliminates a meaningful future.

Clifton (2021) argues more broadly that voluntary euthanasia debates become ethically complicated
when disability and choice are treated without sufficient attention to social context. A person’s
options are shaped partly by whether adequate care, accessibility, financial support, rehabilitation,
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and social inclusion are available. Autonomy is weakened when one option is presented as dignified
while others are made practically inaccessible (Clifton, S, 2021).

Disability and Representation

The film’s most controversial element is its representation of Maggie after injury. Before the accident,
she is active, ambitious, funny, stubborn, and socially connected through boxing. After the accident,
the narrative increasingly defines her through paralysis, medical complications, dependence, and
loss. Disability scholars have argued that this abrupt change risks suggesting that severe disability
automatically converts a valuable life into an intolerable one.

Braswell (2011) cautions against judging the film only by whether it accurately reproduces clinical
practice, but he also emphasizes that representation itself shapes bioethical imagination. Popular
films influence what audiences think disability looks like, what futures appear possible, and what
kinds of lives seem worth sustaining. In that sense, the problem is not simply whether every medical
detail is realistic. It is what possibilities the story chooses to show and exclude.

More recent disability scholarship makes the same point in broader assisted-dying debates. Kious
(2024) examines the “expressivist objection,” the concern that assisted-dying practices may
communicate negative judgments about disabled lives. He does not conclude that this concern alone
settles the ethics of medical aid in dying, but the objection is relevant to the film because Maggie’s
disability and request for death are presented in extremely close narrative proximity.

A 2026 Oxford Research Encyclopedia analysis of disability and medical assistance in dying similarly
argues that autonomy should not be examined outside the social conditions surrounding disability.
Choices can be influenced by inaccessible environments, inadequate support, poverty, caregiver
pressure, or assumptions that dependence is inherently undignified. These concerns do not prove that
a disabled person’s wish to die is invalid. They demonstrate why disability-sensitive ethics examines
both individual preference and the range of real alternatives available.

The film also risks confusing impairment with total loss of identity. Maggie’s central source of
meaning is boxing, so losing bodily function understandably devastates her. Yet a disability-informed
interpretation asks whether the story gives her sufficient opportunity to imagine another identity.
Frankie briefly raises alternatives, but the narrative provides almost no sustained contact with
disabled peers living meaningful lives. The absence of those possibilities shapes the audience’s moral
perception.

Sacrifice and Meaning

The film’s emotional power comes from its refusal to make sacrifice simple. Maggie sacrifices comfort
and security to become a boxer. Frankie sacrifices emotional distance when he chooses to train her.
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Scrap sacrifices physical health to boxing and later remains loyal to Frankie. Finally, Frankie makes a
choice he believes will honor Maggie’s request while knowing that it violates his religious convictions
and may destroy his own remaining sense of peace.

This is why the film cannot be reduced to a straightforward endorsement or condemnation of assisted
death. It constructs a tragic moral conflict in which competing values remain powerful: autonomy,
preservation of life, relief of suffering, loyalty, religious obligation, professional responsibility, and
disability dignity. The audience is forced to decide which values should dominate when they cannot all
be satisfied simultaneously.

The ending also changes the meaning of Frankie’s rule about self-protection. The characters cannot
protect themselves from love without losing what gives their lives meaning. Frankie's attachment to
Maggie exposes him to profound grief, yet that attachment is also the most important relationship he
forms in the film. The same tension appears in Maggie’s boxing career: the pursuit that makes her life
meaningful also exposes her to catastrophic harm.

Million Dollar Baby therefore works best as an ethical problem rather than as an answer. Maggie’s
request deserves serious consideration because autonomy matters, but disability representation
matters as well. A viewer can respect Maggie as a decision-maker while questioning whether the film
gives her enough social, psychological, and rehabilitative alternatives to make the choice appear fully
contextualized.

The film’s lasting value lies in this discomfort. It asks whether love means preserving life, respecting a
request to die, or refusing to decide for another person. It also asks whether society imagines
disability too quickly as tragedy. A strong ethical reading should not resolve these questions by
treating Maggie either as incapable of choosing or as proof that severe disability makes death
preferable. Instead, the film should prompt closer examination of autonomy, support, disability,
suffering, and the responsibilities people acquire through relationships.

References

Braswell, H. (2011). Taking representation seriously: Rethinking bioethics through Clint Eastwood’s
Million Dollar Baby. Journal of Medical Humanities, 32(2), 77-87.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10912-010-9130-4

Clifton, S. (2021). Disability and the complexity of choice in the ethics of abortion and voluntary
euthanasia. Journal of Medicine and Philosophy, 46(4), 431-450. https://doi.org/10.1093/jmp/jhab008

Eastwood, C. (Director). (2004). Million Dollar Baby [Film]. Warner Bros.

Hawkins, J. (2011). Making autonomous decisions: Million Dollar Baby. In H. G. Colt, S. Quadrelli, & F.
Lester (Eds.), The Picture of Health: Medical Ethics and the Movies. Oxford University Press.

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 4



@ ’ACADEMIC

Kious, B. M. (2024). Disability, offense, and the expressivist objection to medical aid in dying. Journal
of Medicine and Philosophy, 49(6), 532-546. https://doi.org/10.1093/jmp/jhae031

Rachels, J. (1975). Active and passive euthanasia. New England Journal of Medicine, 292(2), 78-80.
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJM197501092920206

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 5


https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJM197501092920206

