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Theories of ‘natural law’ are likely the oldest theories in philosophical ethics and, though not 
particularly visible in contemporary Anglo-American philosophy, they continue to be influential 
world-wide. This seminar will focus on a recent version of natural law theory, examining its 
metaphysical and epistemological foundations as well as its application to some contemporary 
issues. The primary text to be used is Jacques Maritain’s posthumously published Lectures on 
Natural Law (Loi naturel ou loi non-ecrite), but there will be discussion of other contemporary 
natural law theories as well. 
 
Outline 
 
1. Introduction to natural law theory and to the philosophy of Jacques Maritain 
 
2. The natural law: the ontological and the epistemological dimensions 
 
3. Other kinds of law: the positive law, the ‘common law of civilizations,’ and the eternal law 
 
4. Practical reason and the rectitude of the will 
 
5. Maritain’s critique of modern theories of natural law 
 
6. The precepts of the natural law 
 
7. History, anthropology, and the natural law 
 
8. Applications: human rights and obligations 
 
9. Applications: just war theory and terrorism 
 
10. Conclusions: democracy and an integral humanism 
 
 
Texts: 
Natural Law: reflections on theory and practice by Jacques Maritain (ed. William Sweet), South 

Bend, IN: St Augustine’s Press, 2001 
 

Lectures on Natural Law [draft of translation by William Sweet] 
 
 
Bibliography: 
A suitable bibliography is found at the end of Natural Law: reflections on theory and practice. 
 Students should have a good dictionary available. They might also consult: 
Philosophy Pages (from Garth Kemerling): http://www.philosophypages.com/ 



 
Method of the course and the role of the student:  
The class will have a seminar format. A member of the class will introduce a topic with a 
summary of the relevant arguments or a commentary on a text. This will be followed by 
questions and discussion of the material by the class as a whole (e.g., points of clarification or 
criticism and of comparison; comments on the relations between or among different issues).  
 Students are expected to have prepared the readings before class, to attend all of 
the classes and to participate in discussion. In conformity with University regulations, 
students who have more than 3 unjustified absences in a term may be reported to their Dean. 
 It is essential in studying philosophy that students be prepared to ask and answer 
questions in class.  
  
Laptops and other technologies 
Laptops and similar technologies are not permitted unless you have my prior, explicit permission. 
Unauthorized use or related activities will result in being asked to leave the classroom.  

  
Students with disabilities 
Students who believe they may need accommodation in this class are required to contact the 
Centre for Accessible Learning [Bloomfield Centre room 421; (902) 867-5349] as soon as 
possible to ensure that any such accommodations are implemented in a timely fashion. 
  
Email and office policy  
I can respond to short messages through email, and I try to check e-mail once a day. I do not, 
however, provide grades or answers about course content by email. Students should make 
use of my office hours and ask questions in class. Urgent requests (e.g., to meet) are best made 
by telephone. If I am not in when you call, please call later or drop by. 
 Writing to a course instructor is not the same as writing to a friend. For example, if you 
send me an e-mail message, please mention the specific topic of your message in the 
"subject" line. Use proper English. Begin the communication with an appropriate 
salutation, e.g., "Dear Professor Sweet" (A poorly written and misspelled message reflects 
badly on the author.) Sign the communication with your name and the course in which you 
are enrolled. 
  
Policy on plagiarism and academic dishonesty 
St. Francis Xavier University values academic integrity. All forms of academic dishonesty 
(including plagiarism) are unacceptable and will be sanctioned. For the university policy on 
plagiarism, please visit http://www.sites.stfx.ca/registrars_office/academic_integrity 

  
Evaluation: 
Attendance, ‘class notes,’ and participation (15%); seminar presentation (20%); rewritten 
seminar presentation or research essay (25%); “Take home” essay-examination (40%) 
  
Writing Centre 
Students are encouraged to take advantage of the resources of the Writing Centre, particularly 
with regard to organizing study time, writing papers, preparing for examinations, etc. For more 
information, please see http://sites.stfx.ca/writingcentre/ 


