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Bioethics: Morality for Mortals 
University of Michigan Philosophy 

Mercedes Corredor  
 
In this course, we will explore various questions concerning the philosophical import of life and 
death. Is life meaningful? What might such a question mean? How do we live a good or flourishing 
life? In particular, how do we do so in the face of peripheral but also deeply personal tragedy? Does 
the possibility – if not inevitability – of death contribute to life’s meaning?  What sort of relationship 
to death ought we have? Should we keep our inevitable mortality present to mind or is the fact so 
forbidding that it is worth evading? Is death necessarily bad? What are our obligations to the elderly 
and the dying? What are our obligations to the physically and mentally ill? Why are so many people 
lonely? What's wrong with loneliness? Is there ever reason to hasten death? If so, what might these 
reasons be? And, on the other end of things, is immortality something that we ought to desire or 
even actively, with the help of advancements in medicine, seek? 
 
Office Hours: Tuesdays 10am-12pm and by appointment (1156 AH)  
 

REQUIRED TEXTS 
 

Jean-Dominique Bauby, The Diving Bell and The Butterfly  
Atul Gawande, Being Mortal  
 

COURSE READINGS SCHEDULE 
I. Meaning in Life  
 
Meeting 1, July 8: Introduction  
Howe, “What the Living Do” (Poem)  
Leland, “The Positive Death Movement Comes to Life”  
Nagel, “Death”  
 
Meeting 2, July 10: Is Life Absurd?  
Nagel, “The Absurd” 
Camus, “The Myth of Sisyphus” (Excerpts)  
Wolf, “The Meaning of Lives”  
 
Meeting 3, July 15: What gives life meaning?  
Bauby, The Diving Bell and The Butterfly; Read “The Prologue” – “Paris”  
 
Meeting 4, July 17: Creating meaning & overcoming  
Bauby, The Diving Bell and The Butterfly; Read from “The Vegetable” to the end  
 
II. Confronting Death and Dying  
 
Meeting 5, July 22: When those we love die  
Moller, “Love and Death” 
Dear Sugar, The Rumpus Advice Column #78: The Obliterated Place  
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Naomi Rosenburg: “How to Tell A Mother Her Child is Dead” 
Sonali Deraniyagala, Wave (Excerpts)  
 
Meeting 6, July 24: Aging and Illness  
Gawande, Being Mortal Chapters 1-3  
Sacks, “My Own Life” 
Paper Topic & Abstract Due at 5pm 
 
Meeting 7, July 29: Aging and Illness   
Gawande, Being Mortal Chapters 4-6 
Ezekiel Emanuel, “Why I Hope to Die at 75”   
 
Meeting 8, July 31: Aging and Illness  
Gawande, Being Mortal Chapters 7-Epilogue  
Chambliss, “Death as an Organizational Act”  
 
Meeting 9, August 5: Loneliness  
Sherry Turkle, Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and Less from Each Other (Excerpts) 
Onishi, “A Generation in Japan Faces a Lonely Death” 
Powell, Dementia Reimaged (Excerpts)  
The Sea Inside a film to be viewed outside of class  
Short Paper Assignment Due at 5pm  
 
Meeting 10, August 7: Physician Assisted Dying  
Brock, “Voluntary Active Euthanasia”  
Callahan, “When Self-Determination Runs Amok”  
Ho, “Choosing Death: Autonomy and Ableism”  
Aviv, “The Death Treatment”  
 
III. Seeking Immortality 
 
Meeting 11, August 12: Seeking Immortality  
Temkin, “Is Living Longer Living Better” 
Farelly, “The Duty to Extend the Biological Warranty Period” (Excerpts)  
Ismael, “Death”  
 
Meeting 12, August 14: The Last Mortals 
Friend, “Silicon Valley’s Quest to Live Forever”  
Rini, “The Last Mortals” 
 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS 
 

Class Participation (15%): You must engage actively and thoughtfully in and outside of class. 
Group work and discussion will not to be dominated by just a few students – each of you must 
work cooperatively, which requires, at minimum, recognizing differences in power dynamics and 
encouraging one another to participate. I am aware that thoughtful and active participation does not 
mean just one thing. For those who have difficulty contributing in class, while I encourage you to 
work on this skill, I am also open to setting up alternatives.  
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Presentation (25%): 15-20 minute overview in addition to raising at least 3 critical questions for the 
class to consider (these questions must be turned into me by 9pm the previous evening).  
 
Weekly Book Notes (15%): Book notes are critical summaries of the assigned readings. You are 
responsible for completing 5 Book Notes of your own, and commenting on 5 Book Notes 
submitted by others. Book Notes are due by 9pm the day before class. Comments on Book Notes 
are due by 11am the day of class. Book Notes are 1 page single spaced.  
 
Paper Topic & Abstract (5%): You must submit to me a paper topic and abstract for your Short 
Paper Assignment (which will then turn into your final paper). Your Topic Question should be 
anywhere from 1-3 sentences. Your abstract should be one long paragraph, single spaced.  
 
Short Paper Assignment (15%): This will be a first stab at your final paper. You must attend a 
conference with me to discuss this paper in order to prepare you for the final paper. 4 pages, double 
spaced.  
 
Final Paper (25%): This paper is an extension of the Short Paper Assignment. As such, you must 
incorporate the feedback received during the one-on-one conference. If, for example, we discussed 
that your paper wasn’t sufficiently clear for reasons x, y, and z, you must incorporate this feedback 
in your final paper. After all, that what we’re here for: your acquiring the skills necessary to write 
clearly, to defend an argument with precision, with the aim being one of you getting clearer on your 
own thoughts on some topic that you find interesting and important. 8-10 pages, double spaced due 
August 19th by 5pm.  
 
 

HAND SIGNALS 
 

Time Out: This gesture means that the participant needs 
immediate clarification on a point. So, for example, once I 
referenced Ulysses Contract cases. Students who were 
unfamiliar with the class of cases immediately used the time-
out gesture. This gesture trumps all others, and must be 
addressed immediately.  

  
 
 
 
 

Direct Follow-Up: This gesture means that the participant has 
something to say that follows directly from the previous 
point. Generally, these points take precedence over the 
“Somewhat Direct” gesture below (although the previous 
speaker may well decide that the topic has been sufficiently 
discussed).  
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Somewhat Direct Follow-Up: this gesture means that the 
participant has something to say that is connected to the 
previous point, but more tenuously than the “Direct Follow-
Up” described above. These comments might move the 
conversation in a quite different direction.      

 
 
 
 
 
 

New Point: This gesture means that the participant has a 
contribution entirely unconnected to the current 
conversation. These contributions will investigate a new line 
of discussion.  

 
 
 
 
 

ACCESSIBILITY STATEMENT 
 

The University of Michigan abides by the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, Section 504 of 
the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, and other applicable federal and state laws that prohibit 
discrimination on the basis of disability, which mandate that reasonable accommodations be 
provided for qualified students with disabilities. If you require accommodation for a disability, please 
contact me as early as possible.  You may also need to register with the Office of Services for 
Students with Disabilities (located at G664 Haven Hall). If you would like to read more about the 
disability services at the University of Michigan, go to http://ssd.umich.edu. If you have already 
been approved for accommodations through the University, please meet with me so we can develop 
an implementation plan together. I am committed to creating a course that is inclusive in its design. 
If you encounter barriers, please let me know immediately so we can determine if there is a design 
adjustment that can be made. I am happy to consider creative solutions as long as they do not 
compromise the intent of the assessment or learning activity.  
 
 

HONOR CODE 
 

Plagiarism will not be tolerated. Be sure to cite any work that you use either by direct quotation of 
paraphrased ideas. If you have not already done so, please make yourself familiar with the academic 
integrity policies of the College of Literature, Science, and the Arts at the University of Michigan, 
which are available at http://www.lsa.umich.edu/academicintegrity/index.html. Violations of these 
policies will be reported to the Office of the Assistant Dean for Student Academic Affairs, and 
sanctioned with a course grade of F. 


