
Philosophy of Death
Time: Tuesdays at 14:05–16:30
Location: Teaching Building 5, Room 409

Peter Finocchiaro
My office: B502
My office hours: Thursdays (14:00–16:00) and by appointment
My email: peter.w.finocchiaro@gmail.com
My QQ: 3760446023
Class QQ: 259053144

Course Description:
Philosophers have a lot to say about everything, and death is no exception to that. But
what they say about death may be an exception insofar as it has a profound impact on how
we live and how we die. Unsurprisingly, what philosophers say about death has tended to
gravitate around a cluster of related issues. In this course, you will learn what philosophers
have said about these issues, including what, precisely, death is, why death is bad, how
we should confront our mortality and the mortality of everyone we love, and whether the
possibility of immortality affects the value of life and death. You will also cultivate your own
opinions about these issues – in an academic sense, of course, but hopefully also in a way
that informs your life.

This course is a graduate-level seminar. While there are many ways to design such a semi-
nar, I have designed this one to be discussion-based and research-oriented. We will discuss
contemporary debates in the philosophy of death. We will then practice a series of “research
activities”, including comprehensive presentations, constructive papers, and reviewer reports.

NB: This is a course about death. The material might feel heavy sometimes. That is okay.
You should feel free to talk to me or a mental health professional. Discussions might become
personal sometimes. That is also okay. I expect everyone to treat each other with respect,
especially when there is a disagreement. Philosophy is a collaborative activity, and it is done
best when participants feel supported in the pursuit of knowledge.

Required Texts: Exploring the Philosophy of Death and Dying: Classic and Contemporary
Perspectives, edited by Michael Cholbi and Travis Timmerman (there is only one edition,
published in 2020, though supposedly a second edition will soon be published)

Optional Texts: I have chosen to cover a wide range of issues related to death. But there
is something to be said for a more focused treatment of a smaller range of issues. So here
are some books that I can personally recommend as being worth your time. Feel free to talk
to me if you want to know what they are about.

� John Perry’s A Dialogue on Personal Identity and Immortality

� Michael Cholbi’s Grief: A Philosophical Guide
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� Samuel Scheffler’s Death and the Afterlife

� John Martin Fischer’s Death, Immortality, and Meaning in Life

� Ben Bradley’s Well-Being and Death

� James Warren’s Facing Death: Epicurus and his Critics

Grade Distribution: Your overall grade is determined by the following:

Participation 30%
Presentation 20%
Reviewer Report 10%
Paper 40%

Course Goals: My goal is to help you become a productive junior researcher. In service to
that goal, I offer the following three smaller goals:

(a) to improve your ability to fruitfully read and discuss contemporary research;

(b) to develop your ability to produce research in the form of constructive papers;

(c) to practice some of the research activities attached to the production of such research.

Assignments

Participation: This course is a discussion-based seminar. I will not lecture. Instead,
you and I will discuss and think through the reading material together.
Consequently, your participation is essential. If you have taken a
course of mine before, you know how I think about participation: we
should be engaged in a soccer match, not a game of ping-pong. To
that end, everyone must come to class prepared to discuss. Being
prepared to discuss means, at a minimum, that you have read all of
the material, you have come up with questions or thoughts to share,
and you are ready to respond to the questions and thoughts shared
by your peers.

To help you develop good discussion skills, I will employ a few tech-
niques. First, I will “guide” our discussions by asking questions that
should lead us to cover key aspects of the material. Second, I will
track who is contributing to the discussion so that everyone can fairly
participate. Finally, I will sometimes “cold call” on students, though
I promise to do so impartially.

Paper: After we finish reading the anthology, you will begin writing a con-
structive paper that engages with one of the issues presented in it.
As a constructive paper, it should contain the following elements: (i)
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a review of the literature surrounding the issue, (ii) an original argu-
ment for a claim about that issue, (iii) an objection to that argument,
and (iv) a reply to that objection. This paper will serve as the basis
for the other assignments in this course.

Presentation: Sometime during Weeks 10–11, you will give one presentation on the
issue you chose to write about. As part of that presentation, you must
summarize the “state of the literature” surrounding that issue. Such a
summary must include the main positions concerning that issue, who
endorses what position, and their reasons for or against endorsement.

Reviewer Report: By the end of Week 12, you should have a rough draft of your pa-
per. You will send that rough draft to another student. You will also
receive a rough draft from another student. For the rough draft you
receive, you are responsible for writing a “reviewer report” for that
paper, as if it were being submitted to a journal for publication. As
part of the reviewer report, you must constructively suggest some of
the ways in which the paper could be improved.

Reading List and Schedule:

Below is a tentative schedule of the material that we will cover throughout the semester.

Week 1: Introductions (you can read the Introduction if you want)

Week 2: When Do We Die? (you can skip chapter 1)

Week 3: Can We Survive Our Death? (read all 3 chapters)

Week 4: Can Death Be Good or Bad for Us? (you can skip chapter 10)

Week 5: Can Lucretius’ Asymmetry Problem Be Solved? (read all 3 chapters)

Week 6: Would Immortality Be Good for Us? (you can skip chapter 16 and chapter 17)

Week 7: What Is the Best Attitude to Take Toward Our Mortality? (read all 5 chapters)

Week 8: How Should We React to the Deaths of Others? (try to read all 4 chapters)

Week 9: How Does Death Affect the Meaningfulness of Our Lives? (try to read all 4
chapters, but I won’t be mad if you skip chapter 35)

Week 10: Student presentations

Week 11: Student presentations

NB: if you take a picture of yourself next to a statue at East Lake and send it to me before
Week 5, I will give you 1 extra credit point.
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