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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT

“Dying Well and the Role of Palliative Care”

In this project I explore what it means to ‘die well’, and the role of palliative medicine in helping
dying patients achieve this goal. | provide a general account of what it means to die well, one which
is action-guiding for patients and their loved ones as well as for health care providers. The
dissertation is organized along the lines of four papers, each of which examines a feature or question
about dying well, especially in the context of contemporary palliative medicine.

Précis of Dissertation Papers

1) “What a Theory of Dying Well Must Have.” | lay out general features of dying well that must
be addressed by any adequate theory of dying well. I argue for a pluralist approach which still
maintains certain universal criteria. These criteria include 1) recognition of the need for adequate
medical care (and ideally palliative care); 2) providing useful guidance in comparing different ways
the dying process can go for an individual person; 3) specification of who has relevant interests in
the dying process; and 4) incorporation of the distinctiveness of the dying process.

2) “What is the Function of Palliative Medicine? What Should it Be?” Palliative medicine is unique
among the medical branches in its focus on improving the dying process as opposed to cure-directed
treatment. When a patient is reasonably believed to be dying, the function of palliative care is
precisely to enable them to die well. This has the consequence that palliative medicine should give
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up its opposition to 1) hastening or prolong the dying process, and 2) medical aid in dying. | argue
for an expansive conception of the function of palliative medicine, one which is compatible with
palliative participation in medical aid in dying.

3) “More Than Just Listening: Actively Consoling in Palliative Care End-of-life Discussions.”
Consolations direct a dying or grieving person to think of death, dying, or the lost loved one in
particular ways which may reduce suffering. The relevance of a death consolation to a dying patient
depends in large part on which particular fear of death or dying is most salient for the individual
patient. Consolations can in this way help accomplish the function of palliative medicine of
supporting patient to die well.

4) “What to Say When Someone is Grieving: Palliative Bereavement Care and the Ethics of Support
Conversations.” The current paradigm in bereavement support and therapy is “empathic listening,”
where care providers listen to and reflect the emotions of the griever. Palliative professionals can
go beyond this through a context-sensitive approach, one which adapts what is said to the beliefs
and values of the particular patient and family. This can involve empathic listening as well as active
consolations which are crafted with the goal of reducing the suffering of the individual patient and
family.



