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PARADOXON

To have the sense of virtue is nothing but to feel a satisfaction of a 
particular kind from the contemplation of a character. The very 

feeling constitutes our praise or admiration. 
~ David Hume, Treatise on Human Nature

Morality is merely a sign language of the affects. 
~ Friedrich Nietzsche, “Natural History of Morals”

Even an action done from love is supposed to be “unegoistic?” But 
you dolts! . . . But anyone who has really made sacrifices knows 

that he wanted and got something in return—perhaps something of 
himself in return for something of himself—that he gave up here in 
order to have more there, perhaps in order to be more or at least to 

feel that he was “more.” 
~ Friedrich Nietzsche, “Our Virtues”

Justice consists in recognizing in the Other my master.
~ Immanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity  

To be for the Other is to be good.
~ Immanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity  
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This course is a study of Thomas Aquinas. Our focus will be on his moral philosophy, or ethics, 
which will include attention to the nature and purpose of human action, virtue, evil, and, to some 
extent, his notion of natural law. Our angle will be how not to be human (i.e., “How to Suck at 
Being Human”). In particular, we will study where the mind and the body (two fundamental 
aspects of the human person) err or go wayward. We will be using Aquinas to explore vicious 
ways of living in our digital, but still physical, age. 

Required Reading: 
• Steven J. Jensen, Living the Good Life: A Beginner's Thomistic Ethics (9780813221458)
• Kyle David Bennett, Practices of Love: Spiritual Disciplines for the Life of the World 

(9781587434037)
• Thomas Aquinas Reading Packet (I will provide a PDF)

Recommended Reading: 
• Frederick Copleston, Aquinas: An Introduction to the Life and Work of the Great Medieval 

Thinker (9780140136746)
• Peter Kreeft, A Summa of the Summa: The Essential Philosophical Passage of St. Thomas 

Aquinas’ Summa Theologica Edited and Explained for Beginners (9780898703009)
• G. K. Chesterton, St. Thomas Aquinas and St. Francis Assisi (9780898709452)
• Steven J. Jensen, The Human Person: A Beginner’s Thomistic Psychology (9780813231525)
• Steven J. Jensen, Sin: A Thomistic Psychology (9780813230337)
• Steven J. Jensen, Good and Evil Actions: A Journey through Saint Thomas Aquinas 

(9780813217277)
• Steven J. Jensen, Knowing the Natural Law: From Precepts and Inclinations to Deriving 

Rights (9780813227337)

Assignments:  
• Service project (15%). Further instructions will be given. 
• Biweekly reading and lecture quizzes (25%).
• Midterm Exam (20%): The midterm questions will draw from Bennett’s lectures, the Jensen 

reading, and the Aquinas glossary.
• Final exam (20%): The final exam will be cumulative. 
• Vice paper (20%): A five to seven page paper on the vices indicated in one of the following TV 

series: Peaky Blinders, Mad Men, The Crown, Breaking Bad, Stranger Things, Man in the 
High Castle, Godless, Grantchester, or Broadchurch. A grading rubric is appended below in 
this packet. Further instructions will be given. 

• Extra credit: A transcript of the course. I ask that one student be responsible for spearheading 
this endeavor. I will consult this student to determine who participated, contributed, or assisted 
in the process. As a class, I will give you ten bonus points to record and transcribe our class 
lectures and discussion. One of you will be print and submit the transcript to me a week before 
the final exam. 



Structure of meeting time:
Mondays: lecture
Wednesdays: Fishbowl style discussion or film  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First Part: Orientation in Thomistic Thinking
• Read Steven Jensen’s Living the Good Life

1. Week 1. Syllabus and about Thomas Aquinas [Have read LGL Chap. 1]

2. Week 2. The Basics of Aristotelian Thought for Understanding Thomas Aquinas [Have read 
LGL Chap. 2]

• End (telos) and means, purposes and ends of things. 
• The basis of morality: what’s natural and what’s conventional
• Aristotle’s meaning of human virtue and vice

3. Week 3. A Selective Discussion of Thomas’s view of Human Nature [Have read LGL Chaps. 
3-6]

• Animals, reason, and the emotions (& sensations, feelings, passions, & disorders)
• Will, choice, conscience
• Human action, reaction, impulse, and instinct
• AI, Robots, and what makes a human. 

4. Week 4. Thomas Aquinas on Happiness [Have read LGL Chap. 7, 11, 12, 14]
• Happiness is the end of human life
• The role of knowledge and good judgment in happiness
• Developing habits of virtue (i.e., intellectual and moral virtues)

5. Week 5. Thomas Aquinas on Evil [Have read LGL Chaps. 8-10]
• The nature of justice and injustice
• The nature of evil
• Determining an evil act

6. Week 6. Thomas Aquinas on Natural Law [Have read LGL Chap. 13]

MIDTERM on Bennett’s lectures, Jensen, and Aquinas vocabulary

Second Part: Thinking Philosophically about Virtue
• Read selections from Thomas Aquinas’ De Malo

7. Week 7. Vainglory 
• Lecture on Aquinas’ doctrine of vainglory. 
• Vainglory in film: Shawshank Redemption or Last King of Scotland

8. Week 8. Envy 
• Lecture on Aquinas’ doctrine of envy. 



• Envy in film: Toy Story, Nacho Libre, or The Cable Guy

9. Week 9. Apathy 
• Lecture on Aquinas’ doctrine of apathy. 
• Apathy in film: The Secret Life of Walter Mitty, Her, or Lars and the Real Girl

10. Week 10. Anger 
• Lecture on Aquinas’ doctrine of anger. 
• Anger in film: John Wick [more about vengeance than anger] or Punch-Drunk Love

11. Week 11. Avarice
• Lecture on Aquinas’ doctrine of avarice. 
• Avarice in film: Wolf of Wall Street

12. Week 12. Gluttony 
• Lecture on Aquinas’ doctrine of gluttony. 
• Gluttony in film: Willy Wonka or Se7en

13. Week 13. Lust 
• Lecture on Aquinas’ doctrine of lust. 
• Lust in film: American Beauty or 50 Shades of Grey

FINAL EXAM on all material
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14. All natural things are inclined to that which is fitting [conveniunt] to them, 
having in themselves some principle of their own inclination on account 
of which the inclination is natural, so that in some manner they go toward 
their proper ends of their own accord, and are not only led towards the 
ends. ~ Thomas Aquinas, De Veritate, 22. 1 (On natural inclinations)

15. An intellectual agent acts for an end that it has chosen for itself, while 
things in nature that act for ends do not decide on their ends, for they do 
not know the meaning of an end but are moved to ends chosen for them 
by someone else. ~ Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles, III.3

16. Since a human being is endowed with intelligence and determines his own 
ends, it is up to him to put himself in tune with the ends necessarily 
demanded by his nature. This means that there is, by the very virtue of 
human nature, an order or a disposition which human reason can discover 
and according to which the human will must act in order to attune itself to 
the essential and necessary ends of the human being. ~ Jacques Maritain, 
Man and the State, “Natural Law”

17. Those that do not have the power to maintain their individual existence 
forever, but only the power to perpetually preserve their existence 
according to the species, also naturally desire [appetunt] this perpetuation. 
In those things that have knowledge, however, a distinction may be made 
regarding this desire [desiderium]. Those that know [cognoscunt] 
existence only in the present desire to exist only at the present moment; 
they do not desire to exist forever, because they do not understand 
[apprehendunt] perpetual existence. ~ Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra 
Gentiles, II. 55, n. 13. (On human longing)

18. The good of anything [uniuscuiusque] is that it attain its end while its evil 
is found in diverging from the required end. Just as for the whole, so as 
for its parts one must consider that every part of a human being, and all of 
his actions, ought to attain their required ends. ~ Thomas Aquinas, Summa 
contra Gentiles, III.122, n. 4. (On human body parts)

19. For the semen more than expulsion is sought, for it is expelled for use in 
reproduction, so which sexual relations are ordered. But human generation 
would be vain if the required nurturing were not followed, for the 
offspring would not survive if the required nurturing were taken away. ~ 
Steven Jensen, Knowing the Natural Law, pg. 89. (On reproduction and 
upbringing)



20. Every emission of semen from which reproduction [generatio] cannot 
follow is contrary to the human good, and if it is done voluntarily 
[oportet], then it is a sin [peccatum]. ~ Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra 
Gentiles, III.122, n. 5. (On ejaculation)

21. The necessities of human life cannot be managed by one person alone 
[unum solum]. ~ Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles, III.122, n. 6. 
(On family upbringing)

22. The disordered emission of semen is opposed to the good of nature, 
namely, the preservation of the species [inordinata vero seminis emissio 
repugnat bono naturae, quod est conservatio speciei]. ~ Thomas Aquinas, 
Summa contra Gentiles, III.122, n. 9. (On fornication and/or 
masturbation)

23. All human acts are said to be disordered when they are not proportioned 
to the proper end. For example, eating is disordered if it is not 
proportioned to the health of the body [corporis salubritati], to which the 
act of eating is ordered as to an end. Since the end of using the 
reproductive organs is the generation and education of offspring, every 
use of these organs that is not proportioned to the generation of offspring, 
and to their due education [debitae educationi], is of itself disordered. ~ 
Thomas Aquinas, De Malo, 15, 1. 

24. It is disordered and vicious to use food and sex only for pleasure 
[delectationem] and not for the necessity of sustaining the body 
[sustendani corporis] or reproducing offspring [prolis procreandae]. The 
reason for this is as follows. The pleasures taken in these actions are not 
the ends of the actions; rather, the reverse is the case, for nature orders the 
pleasures of these actions toward the action, so that animals do not cease 
from these actions, so necessary for nature, on account of the work 
[laborem] involved, which would happen if they were enticed by pleasure 
[delectatione provocarentur]. Therefore, it is a perverse and indecent 
order when these actions are performed only for the sake of pleasure. ~ 
Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles, IV.83, n. 9. (On pleasure as an 
end)

25. When it is said that the good is that which all things desire, it should not 
be understood as if every good is desired by everything; rather, whatever 
is desired has the ratio of the good. ~ Thomas Aquinas, Summa 
Theologiae, I, 6, 2, ad 2 (On the true good)

26. Whenever there is a new motive to sin, there is another species of sin [ubi 
occurrit aluid motivum ad peccandum, ibi est alia peccary species]. ~ 
Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I-II, 72, 9. 



27. To flee vice is the beginning of virtue. ~ Horace

28. For whatever is arrogated by one or a few within the household of God 
and is not owned universally by the whole body of the community is 
superfluous and overweening and hence must be judged harmful and a 
token of vanity rather than a display of virtue. ~ John Cassian, Institutes 
(Book 1 on Clothing)

29. When contact with other human beings ceases, along with the discipline 
that that provides, the vices grow wilder in us if they have not previously 
been purged. ~ John Cassian, Institutes (Book 8 on Anger)

30. For the madness of covetousness is that it always wants more than 
whatever a person can accumulate. ~ John Cassian, Institutes (Book 7 on 
Avarice)

31. The observance of simplicity and innocence may be maintained even in 
the very character of their clothing. ~ John Cassian, Institutes (Book 7 on 
Avarice)

32. We should wear only what is in keeping with the humility of our 
profession and the character of the climate, so that the whole point of our 
clothing may not consist in strangeness of apparel, which might be 
offensive to persons of this world, but in decent simplicity. ~ John 
Cassian, Institutes (Book 1 on Clothing)

33. Do not expect your patience to come from anyone else’s virtuousness—
that is, so that you will only possess it when no one else irritates you 
(which it does not lie in your power from happening)—but rather from 
your own humility and forbearance, which depends on your will. ~ John 
Cassian, Institutes (Book 4 on Renunciation)

34. For if a person has been unable to retrain the unnecessary appetites of the 
palate, how will he succeed in extinguishing the seething emotions of 
fleshly desire? ~ John Cassian, Institutes (Book 5 on Gluttony)

35. Those who could not be broken by adversity are all the more harshly 
crushed by prosperity if they are heedless. ~ John Cassian, Institutes 
(Book 11 on Vainglory)

36. Sadness is to be judged beneficial for us in one instance alone—when we 
conceive it out of repentance for our sins and are inflamed by a desire for 
perfection, and by the contemplation of future blessedness. ~ John 
Cassian, Institutes (Book 9 on Sadness)



37. There is a determinate species of lust where there occurs a special 
character of deformity making the sexual act unsuitable [indecentem], 
which can happen in two ways. In one way, because it is repugnant to 
right reason, which is common to all sins of lust [luxuriae]; in another 
way, because, beyond this, it is repugnant to the very order of the nature 
of the sexual act fitting [convenit] to the human species, which is then 
called a sin against nature. ~ Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, II-II, 
154, 11 (On sexual lust)

38. It is more from carelessness about truth than from intentionally lying that 
there is so much falsehood in the world. ~ Samuel Johnson, Dr. Johnson’s 
Table Talk (On intellectual carefulness)

39. If someone wants to make his world large, he must always be making 
himself small. ~ G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy (On intellectual humility)


