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Medical Ethics 
Philosophy 335 

Winter 2017 
Instructor: Amie Zimmer 

123 Living Learning Center North 
TR 10:00-11:50 

 
 
 

Course Description:  
Welcome to Medical Ethics! If ethics is to be understood as the science of morals or morality,                 
and medicine as the science, diagnosis, and treatment of disease or illness, then medical ethics               
broadly constructed might be understood to mean both a system of moral principles by which to                
apply judgments and values in the practice of medicine and something like the diagnosis of               
disease or illness within the moral principles themselves. In other words, we will evaluate both               
the ways that we might use moral philosophy to evaluate and take positions on contested medical                
ethical issues, and also the shortcomings of principles or codes in particularly fraught ethical              
situations. Thus, the goal of this course is not to end up with a system of values or principles by                    
which one can make medical decisions, but to wrestle with the very complexities, ambiguities,              
and contradictions which inevitably arise within the domain of medical ethics.  

Primarily, the domain of medical ethics concerns the patient-physician relationship, but, as we              
will see, this relationship itself is implicated in a network that far exceeds two singular               
individuals: nurses, caretakers, clinical settings, one’s own inherited beliefs and biases, religious            
views, cultural context(s), political landscape, etc., all inform how and why we make the              
decisions we do when it comes to medical treatment and determine how free or autonomous we                
are to make those decisions. For many, philosophy might be understood to be ‘about the mind’                
while the world of medicine is understood to be ‘about the body.’ This course aims to challenge                 
this distinction in a number of ways, both through a deep commitment to the relationship               
between theory and practice (i.e through the evaluation of the relationship between what is              
believed and what action is taken), and also through an unsettling of the dichotomy, or split,                
between the mind and the body; we will thus come to see that many decisions that are made                  
‘about’ the body have to do with particular perceptions and systems of beliefs.  

The narrative of the course itself is constructed around the four basic principles of health                
ethics as outlined by Beauchamp and Childress in their Principles of Biomedical Ethics , which              
each compose one unit of the course for a total of four units: 1. The principle of respect for                   
autonomy, 2. The principle of nonmaleficence, 3. The principle of beneficence, and 4. The              
principle of justice. Each two-week unit deals with specific ethical issues that we will be tasked                
with evaluating based on the moral principle at work. A number of important philosophical              
concerns and questions will emerge for us, including: Is being a patient ethically different from               
being a person? What counts as medicine, and whose bodies are prioritized for medical              
treatment? Do we have the right to die?  Do we ‘own’ our bodies? 
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Instructor info:  
My office is in Susan Campbell Hall, Room 221. You can drop in without an appointment                
during my office hours, which are on Thursdays from 12:00 PM-1:50 PM and by              
appointment if those times don’t work for you. My email address is amiez@uoregon.edu.  

Email ethics: 
● Please have PHIL 335 written somewhere in the subject of your email 
● Always have a greeting: “Dear Amie,” “Hi Amie,” etc. (call me Amie!) 
● Before you email: did you check the syllabus? 

 
Learning Objectives: 

● Understand a variety of moral theories and frameworks utilized in evaluating and judging             
significant contemporary biomedical ethical decisions  

● Know what the most significant and enduring issues in medical ethics are, and to have a                
grasp of the most central tensions in the debates 

● Develop the skill of evaluating ethical scenarios based on a variety of different (and often               
competing) perspectives (i.e. from the perspective of patient, physician, nurse, family,           
administration, community interest groups, etc.)  

● Learn to recognize and evaluate the philosophical arguments underpinning and guiding           
medical ethical issues and debates 

● Take a stand on specific issues and debates in medical ethics by employing both careful               
research and philosophical analysis 

 
Course Requirements:  
Attendance & Participation (20% total) 
Participation means many different things: participating in discussion, coming to class with            
(annotated) texts that show thoughtful engagement with the material (more below), and knowing             
when and how to listen and give space to your classmates and colleagues. In other words,                
participation is just as much about critical listening, sensitivity to others, and preparedness, as it               
is about taking up space in a classroom. This course will be highly interactive, engaged, and                
discussion-focused. Occasionally, you might have a simple ‘homework’ assignment, or be asked            
to prepare for an in-class activity in advance (such as a debate). Preparedness and completion of                
all activities and assignments will count toward your participation grade.  
 
To have a reading annotated means to show evidence that you’ve been engaging in a               
conversation with your texts: highlighting, underlining, noting your reactions, questions,          
comments, noting/defining key terms/ideas, writing summaries, etc. I want to see that you             
participated with your text through your reading; this is a vital part of philosophy and the ability                 
to cultivate the skill of close and careful reading. You will be expected to come to every class                  
with that session’s readings annotated. Anyone without their readings, and without annotated            
readings, will be marked off for participation. If you haven’t engaged with your text, you won’t                
be able to engage in discussion.  
 

● 10% of your participation grade will come from one in-class presentation. Depending on             
enrollment, presentations might be done in groups; presentation schedule, details, and           
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format TBD the first week of class.  
 

● 10% will be evaluated based on your in-class participation, preparedness with           
(annotated) text(s), contribution to in-class activities, debates, etc. At the end of every             
class on Thursday, you will be asked to self-evaluate your participation for that week; I               
will take these evaluations into consideration when determining your final participation           
grade. 

 
If you aren’t in class, you can’t participate. Failure to attend any class will affect your                
participation; on the third missed class and for every subsequent missed class (should this              
happen) your participation grade will be deducted by a full letter grade. This does not apply to                 
excused absences and documented medical issues. 
 
Ethics Journal (40% total) 
Each week you will write a one-page, double-spaced response to a prompt (beginning in Week 1)                
which will be available on Canvas at the beginning of every week on Monday. You have until                 
Friday at 12:00 PM to submit your response each week, and are expected to draw from that                 
week’s readings in order to evaluate the question. No late weekly responses will be accepted;               
anything turned in after 12 PM will be given a 0, and any incomplete assignment turned in on                  
time will be given half-credit. I will check for general completion each week, and in Week 5 you                  
will turn in, as one unit, what you consider to be your best four responses along with an                  
additional 1-2 page response detailing your experience in the first half of the course, the               
questions/scenarios that have problematized the way you understood your own ethics to operate,             
the frameworks which have been helpful for you to evaluate scenarios, etc. More detailed              
instructions will be given in Week 4. This will count as your midterm and will be graded as one                   
unit. The same will apply to the second half of the course: you will complete a one-page                 
response each week up through Week 10, and turn in your final journal with your remaining five                 
responses and a 1-2 page reflection on Saturday, March 18, at 12:00 PM on Canvas. Any                
midterm or final journal turned in late will be deducted by 10% each day. The breakdown for the                  
assignment is as follows:  

● Midterm (20%) 
○ Completed and turned in on time each week (5%)  

■ Each response (5x) worth 1% evaluated for completeness (this grade will           
be given each week)  

○ Evaluated for quality (this grade will be given once you turn in your journal as a                
whole) (15%) 

● Final (20%) 
○ Completed and turned in on time each week (5%)  

■ Each response (5x) worth 1% evaluated for completeness (this grade will           
be given each week)  

○ Evaluated for quality (this grade will be given once you turn in your journal as a                
whole) (15%) 
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Essay (40% total)  
(8 pages double-spaced) due Sunday, March 19 by 8:00 PM on Canvas 
There will one final essay in this class, to be due in stages. This essay will be research focused:                   
you will have the opportunity to take on a medical ethical issue of your choosing, or choose from                  
a list of approved topics, and take a stance on a specific issue or debate. A one-page outline as                   
well as a proposed bibliography is due in Week 6 on February 15 by 12 PM. A 5-6 page rough                    
draft is due at the end of Week 7 on February 25 by 12 PM, and all students will engage in peer                      
editing one of their classmate’s drafts, to be submitted to their classmate in Week 8 on                
Wednesday, February 29 by 11:59 PM. Final drafts for papers will be due in Week 11 on                 
Monday, March 21 by 12 PM. Any portion of the assignment turned in late will receive a 10%                  
deduction for each day it is late. Topics and further instructions TBA.  

● Outline and works cited: 10% 
● Rough draft: 25% 
● Peer edit: 5% 
● Final draft: 60% 

 
Grading 
The following rubric reflects the general standards of the Philosophy Department of the             
University of Oregon: 
A= Excellent. No Mistakes, well-written, and distinctive in some way or other.  
B= Good. No significant mistakes, well-written, but not distinctive in any way. 
C= OK. Some errors, but a basic grasp of the material. 
D= Poor. Several errors. A tenuous grasp of the material. 
F= Failing. Problematic on all fronts indicating either no real grasp of the material or a complete                 
lack of effort.  
 
Please note: what counts as ‘excellent’ or ‘OK,’ for example, depends in part upon the nature and                 
level of the class in question. 
 
All essays and grades for the course will adhere to the following grade breakdown: 
100-93: A  
92-90: A-  
89-87: B+  
86-83: B  
82-80: B-  
79-77: C+  
76-73: C  
72-70: C-  
69-60: D  
59-0: F 
 
Academic Honesty 
The University Student Conduct Code (available at https://studentlife.uoregon.edu/conduct)        
defines academic misconduct. Students are prohibited from committing or attempting to commit            
any act that constitutes academic misconduct. By way of example, students should not give or               
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receive (or attempt to give or receive) unauthorized help on assignments or examinations without              
express permission from the instructor. Students should properly acknowledge and document all            
sources of information (e.g. quotations, paraphrases, ideas) and use only the sources and             
resources authorized by the instructor. If there is any question about whether an act constitutes               
academic misconduct, it is the students’ obligation to clarify the question with the instructor              
before committing or attempting to commit the act. Additional information about a common             
form of academic misconduct, plagiarism, is available at:  
http://researchguides.uoregon.edu/citing-plagiarism/plagiarism 
 
Accessibility 
The University of Oregon is working to create inclusive learning environments. If you have a               
documented disability, please notify me as soon as possible if there are aspects of the instruction                
or design of this course that result in barriers to your participation. You are also encouraged to                 
contact the Accessible Education Center in 164 Oregon Hall at 541-346-1155 or            
uoaec@uoregon.edu. 
 
Sexual Violence 
The UO is committed to providing an environment free of all forms of discrimination and sexual                
harassment, including sexual assault, domestic and dating violence and gender-based stalking. If            
you (or someone you know) has experienced or experiences gender-based violence (intimate            
partner violence, attempted or completed sexual assault, harassment, coercion, stalking, etc.),           
know that you are not alone. UO has staff members trained to support survivors in navigating                
campus life, accessing health and counseling services, providing academic and housing           
accommodations, helping with legal protective orders, and more. Please be aware that all UO              
employees are required reporters. This means that if you tell me about a situation, I may have to                  
report the information to my supervisor or the Office of Affirmative Action and Equal              
Opportunity. Although I have to report the situation, you will still have options about how your                
case will be handled, including whether or not you wish to pursue a formal complaint. Our goal                 
is to make sure you are aware of the range of options available to you and have access to the                    
resources you need. If you wish to speak to someone confidentially, you can call 541-346-SAFE,               
UO’s 24h hotline, to be connected to a confidential counselor to discuss your options. You can                
also visit the SAFE website at www.safe.uoregon.edu 
 
Readings: 
All readings will be available as PDFs on Canvas, organized by week. You are expected to bring 
a printed out and annotated copy of the day’s reading(s) to each session. 
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Reading Schedule (subject to change):  

Introduction:  
Week One: Patient vs. Person and the ‘Body’ of Medicine: What (and Who?) Counts (as 
Medicine, as a Body ?) 
January 10: Introduction to the course 
*(to be read in advance if you can , but not required for the first day) the Hippocratic Oath 
(original and modern versions); “Embodied Ethics: From the Body as Specimen and Spectacle to 
the Body as Patient” by Nora L. Jones (p. 72-84) (~12 pages)  
 
January 12: Excerpts from the Scalpel and the Silver Bear  by Lori Alvord and Elizabeth Cohen 
(~20 pages) 
 
*January 13: Weekly response due by 12 PM on Canvas 
 
Week Two: Introduction to Medical Ethics and Moral Theory  
January 17: “Bioethics and Moral Theories” and “Moral Arguments” (~30 pages) 
 
January 19: Excerpts from Love’s Labor  by Eva Feder Kittay (~15 pages); “‘My Story is Broken, 
Can you Help Me Fix it?’ Medical Ethics and the Joint Construction of Narrative” by Howard 
Brody (~13) (~28 pages total) 
 
*January 20: Weekly response due by 12 PM on Canvas 
 

The Principle of Autonomy: My body, my decision!  
Week Three: Autonomy and (Un?)Informed Consent  
January 24: “Paternalism and Patient Autonomy” (~9 pages); “Informed Consent” (~9 pages) 
“Informed Consent—Must It Remain a Fairy Tale?” by Jay Katz (~10 pages) (~28 pages total) 
 
January 26: “Informed Consent: Some Challenges to the Universal Validity of the Western 
Model” by Robert Levine (~6 pages)  
 
*January 27: Weekly response due by 12 PM on Canvas  
 
Week Four: Killing vs. Letting Die? The Right to Death 
January 31: “Euthanasia and Physician Assisted Suicide” (~12 pages); “Dying at the Right Time: 
Reflections on (Un)Assisted Suicide” by John Hardwig (~10 pages) (~22 pages total) 
 
February 2: “Active and Passive Euthanasia,” (~4 pages); “Voluntary Active Euthanasia” (~10 
pages) (~14 pages total) 
 
*February 3: Weekly response due by 12 PM on Canvas 
 

The Principle of Nonmaleficence: Thou shalt do no harm! 
Week Five: Autonomy vs. Harm: Abortion Debates 
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February 7: “Abortion” (~11 pages); “Why Abortion is Immoral,” by Don Marquis (~12 pages) 
(~23 pages total) 
 
February 9: “A Defense of Abortion” by Judith Jarvis Thompson (~11 pages); “Abortion 
Through a Feminist Ethics Lens” by Susan Sherwin (~9 pages) (~20 pages total) 
 
*February 10: Weekly response due by 12 PM 
*February 11: Midterm Journal due on Canvas by 12 PM 
 
Week Six: En(gender)ing harm and care: Bioethics, Gender, and Racial Bias 
February 14: “Questions of Race in Bioethics: Deceit, Disregard, Disparity, and the Work of 
Decentering” by Camisha Russell (~10 pages) 
 
*February 15: Outline due on Canvas by 12 PM 
 
February 16: “Hermaphrodites with Attitude: Mapping the Emergence of Intersex Political 
Activism” by Cheryl Chase (~15 pages) 
 
*February 17: Weekly response due by 12 PM on Canvas 
 

The Principle of Beneficence: Thou shalt act in your best interest! 
Week Seven: Who  Benefits? Eugenics, Disability, and the Role of Family in Care Decisions 
February 21: “The Disability Rights Critique of Prenatal Genetic Testing: Reflections and 
Recommendations” by E. Parens and A. Asch (~20 pages) ; “Autonomy and the Ashley 
Treatment” (~2 pages) 
 
February 23: “An Alternative to Brain Death” by Jeff McMahan (~4 pages); “Not Dead At All: 
Why Congress Was Right To Stick Up for Terri Schiavo” by Harriet Johnson (Slate  article, ~2 
pages) 
 
*February 24: Weekly response due by 12 PM on Canvas 
*February 25: Rough draft due on Canvas by 12 PM 
 
Week Eight: Bodies for Sale: Transplants, Economics & the Organ Market 
February 28: “The Ends of the Body: Commodity Fetishism and the Global Traffic in Organs” 
by Nancy Scheper-Hughes (~19 pages) 
 
*March 1: Peer edit due by 11:59 PM on Canvas 
 
March 2: “The Kindest Cut” by Larissa MacFarquhar, in The New Yorker  (~15 pages) 
 
*March 3: Weekly response due by 12 PM on Canvas 
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The Principle of Justice: To each their due!  
Week Nine: Bias and Distributive Justice 
March 7: “Dividing Up Healthcare Resources” (~11 pages); “Is There a Right to Health Care 
and, if So, What Does It Encompass?” by Norman Daniels (~7 pages), “The Right to a Decent 
Minimum of Health Care,” by Allen Buchanan (~6 pages) (~24 pages) 
rough drafts returned (at the latest) 
 
March 9: “If this was a pill, you’d do anything to get it” by Ezra Klein (~5 pages); Overkill  by 
Atul Gawande in The New Yorker  (2015) (~2 pages); “American Health Care: Too much, Too 
late?” by Elizabeth Bradley and Lauren Taylor in The New Yorker  (~2 pages) 
 
*March 10: Weekly response due by 12 PM on Canvas 
 
Week Ten: Stigma & Self-Care 
March 14: Excerpts from The Mark of Shame: Stigma of Mental Illness and an Agenda for 
Change  by Stephen Hinshaw (~20 pages)  
 
March 16: Class wrap-up, final project presentations 
 
*March 17: Weekly response due by 12 PM on Canvas 
*March 18: Final Journal due on Canvas by 12:00 PM  
*March 21: Final essay due by 12 PM on Canvas 


