
PHIL 343 - Biomedical Ethics: Birth, Death, and the Value of Life 
 

Fall 2020 - M/W/F 12:35-1:25 
Remote Delivery  
 
Instructor: Walt Reid 
walter.reid@mail.mcgill.ca 
Zoom hours: Friday 1:30-3:30 (and by appointment) 
 
Overview 
This course surveys some pressing debates in biomedical ethics. The course’s guiding 
premise is that the most interesting biomedical controversies arise at the margins of birth 
and death. Accordingly, we begin by exploring topics in procreative ethics, including the 
moral permissibility of creating new human beings and the use of human enhancement 
technologies. We’ll then investigate the ethics of death and dying, concentrating on 
euthanasia and the moral permissibility of suicide. The course concludes by broaching some 
broader philosophical questions about the value of life itself.  
 
Format 
Sessions held on Monday and Wednesday will consist of asynchronous, pre-recorded 
lectures. You can view this material at your convenience. Friday sessions feature (optional) 
synchronous Q&A periods over zoom in which I will be present and engage with your 
weekly reflections (described below). 
 
Requirements 
1) Weekly Reflections (10%). Approximately 300 words submitted weekly (no later than 
11:59PM Montreal time every Thursday) over myCourses. Each student needs to submit 10 
reflections over the course of the term. These are somewhat informal writing assignments in 
which the student needs to a) identify a critical issue in the assigned reading, and b) articulate 
and defend a stance on that issue. Students who demonstrate serious engagement with the 
material will receive full marks for their submissions.  
 
2) Participation (10%). Students will be required to engage with the course material beyond 
merely completing the assignments. This can include participation and attendance at 
conferences, attendance at office hours, posts on the discussion board, or correspondence 
over email that demonstrates supererogatory engagement with the course material.  
 
3) Essay One (20%). An approximately 3,000 word, thesis-driven paper in which the student 
engages with one of the biomedical issues relating to procreative ethics. Students can pursue 
their own interests, but the essay must engage with material covered in the course. 
 
4) Essay Two (40%). An approximately 4,000 word, thesis-driven paper in which the student 
engages with a biomedical issue relating to death, dying, or the value of life. Students are 
again free to pursue a topic of their choice, but must engage with the material covered in the 
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course.  
 
5) Take-Home Exam (20%). A cumulative exam in which students will be required to write 
two shorter essays from a list of assigned topics.  
 
Reading List forthcoming 
 
N.B. All readings will be made available via myCourses. 
 
Week 1: Introduction  

 

Week 2: Anti-natalism 

 

Week 3: Pessimism 

 

Week 4: Abortion  

 

Week 5: Value of Life 

 

Week 5: Enhancement 

 

Week 6: Eugenics  

 

Week 7: Death and Dying 

 

Week 8: Euthanasia  

 

Week 9: Suicide  

 

Week 10: Badness of Death 

 

Week 11: Buffer Week 

 

Week 12: Buffer Week 

 

Week 13: Final Review 

 

McGill Policies  

Academic Integrity McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore, all students must 

understand the meaning and consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic 

offences under the Code of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures. (see 



www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/ for more information) 

 

Language of Submission  

Following McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course have the 

right to submit in English or in French any written work that is to be graded.  

 

Conformément à la Charte des droits de l’étudiant de l’Université McGill, chaque étudiant(e) 

a le droit de soumettre en français ou en anglais tout travail écrit devant être noté. 

 

As your instructor, I strive to provide a safe and inclusive learning environment. If you 

encounter barriers to learning, please discuss them with me and the Office for Students with 

Disabilities, 514-398-6009. 


