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Life and Death: Syllabus

The course will cover a wide range of philosophical questions about ‘life’, in various senses of the
term. We begin with biological and medical issues about the scope, limits, and gradations of life. We then
turn to the notion of “a life” as lived by humans (and arguably some non-human animals)—in particular, the
value and meaning, the quality and evaluation, memories and narratives, and length and mortality of a life.

The following is a tentative schedule and outline of topics, naming some of the authors to be read
for each. Specific assignments will be given on weekly reading sheets, listing required and supplementary
readings, along with questions for consideration.

Outline of topics
Jan. 17 Introduction: Why more Life than Death?

Jan. 24 Biological life: Are there criteria that distinguish life or living from the non-living? What
are the “units” of life (organism, cell .. .)? . We will emphasize natural selection’s role in
treating these questions.

E.Schrédinger, Aristotle

Jan. 31 Biological life. Problems over teleology: Life’s seeming design; the argument for
intelligent design; the kind of teleology that may accrue to life merely by natural selection
for functions.

R.Millikan, Aristotle

Feb. 7 Medical definition & control of life. Determining the beginning and end of a human life.
We’ll consider such criteria for death as the cardio-respiratory and neurological ones, as
well as whether any such criterion should apply symmetrically to life’s start.

M.Green & D.Wikler, J.McMahan, W.Chiong

Feb. 14 ‘A life’: What it is; human vs. animal lives; the difference made by awareness of oneself as
living a life; the character of this awareness.
J.Rachels, T.Regan

Feb. 21 ‘A life’: Does it have stages, a structure, unity? Does it have parts with functions? What
structure does it have through that self-awareness?
E.Erikson, J.Malpas, H.Bergson

Feb. 28 Living a life: Does it involve telling oneself a story? Issues here include: why stories so
appeal; whether these stories constitute or give meaning to lives.
D.Dennett, G.Strawson, J.D.Velleman

Mar. 7 Understanding another’s life: Does it involve telling a story about the life? Strategies in
biography.
Sartre, Beauvoir, Nabokov, J.Agee
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Mar 28

Apr. 4

Apr. 11

Apr 18

Apr 25

Requirements

2

Understanding my own life. Special challenges to sincerity or authenticity. Problems of
self-deception and temporal perspective on my own life.
Proust, B.Williams

Value of biological life: Does all life have value—and by virtue of what? The value of
species diversity; extinction.
A.Schweitzer, Nietzsche, J.Leslie

Values within biological life: Does biology give grounds for evaluating lives, e.g. by
reproductive success, by longevity, by health, or by cooperation?
D.Wilson, E.Sober

Value of a (human) life: What kind of value does it have and why? How is it related to the
value of non-human lives.
P.Singer, J.Rachels

Death’s role in life’s value: Is death always a bad thing? Heroic and existentialist claims
that life has value because it’s mortal.
T.Nagel, B.Williams, Heidegger

Evaluating a life; comparing lives—as happy, as meaningful, as successful. The criteria for
such judgments suggested by the earlier account of the structure of “a life’.
Epicurus, R.Dworkin, Nietzsche

Two shorter papers, with a required rough draft for each. Or, the second paper can be a longer

development of the first.

Due dates: Rough draft of 1st paper: March 7 (returned March 21)
Final version of 1st paper: March 28
Rough draft of 2nd paper: April 18 (returned April 25)

Final version of 2nd paper: May 2



