
theory of natural law locke
theory of natural law locke occupies a significant place in the history of political
philosophy and legal theory. John Locke, a 17th-century English philosopher, profoundly
influenced modern conceptions of law, rights, and governance through his articulation of
natural law. His theory builds on earlier traditions but introduces unique elements
centered on individual rights, property, and the social contract. Locke’s natural law theory
underpins much of contemporary liberal democratic thought, emphasizing the inherent
rights of life, liberty, and property. This article explores the core principles of Locke’s
theory of natural law, its historical context, and its impact on legal and political systems.
Additionally, it examines Locke’s views on state authority, the social contract, and the
limits of government power, providing a comprehensive understanding of his contributions
to natural law philosophy.
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Historical Context of Locke’s Natural Law Theory
John Locke developed his theory of natural law during the late 17th century, a period
marked by political upheaval and intellectual transformation in England. The aftermath of
the English Civil War, the Glorious Revolution, and debates over monarchy and
parliamentary sovereignty shaped Locke’s thinking. His ideas responded to earlier natural
law theorists such as Thomas Hobbes and Hugo Grotius, while also challenging the divine
right of kings. Locke’s natural law theory emerged as part of a broader Enlightenment
movement that emphasized reason, individual rights, and the rule of law. Understanding
the historical context is essential to grasp the motivations behind Locke’s articulation of
natural law and its practical implications.

Philosophical Influences
Locke’s natural law theory was influenced by several key philosophers and traditions. The
scholastic tradition provided a foundation in natural law as a rational order inherent in
nature. Additionally, Hobbes’ social contract theory and ideas about the state of nature
offered a framework that Locke adapted and modified. Locke emphasized reason and
empirical observation, departing from purely theological justifications for law and
governance. This synthesis of ideas helped Locke develop a natural law theory that



combined moral principles with practical political governance.

Political Climate of 17th-Century England
The political instability of England during Locke’s lifetime heavily influenced his natural
law theory. The struggle between monarchy and Parliament, religious conflicts, and
demands for individual rights created a context in which Locke’s ideas gained traction. His
writings provided a philosophical justification for limited government and the protection of
natural rights, contributing to the intellectual foundation of constitutionalism and liberal
democracy.

Core Principles of Locke’s Theory of Natural Law
At the heart of Locke’s theory of natural law lies the belief in universal moral principles
accessible through human reason. Locke argued that natural law is inherent in human
nature and dictates fundamental rights and duties. These laws are immutable and apply to
all humans equally, independent of government or social conventions. Locke’s natural law
asserts the existence of natural rights that individuals possess prior to and independent of
civil society.

Natural Rights and Moral Obligations
Locke identified life, liberty, and property as natural rights that are essential and
inalienable. These rights are grounded in the natural law and serve as the basis for human
dignity and freedom. According to Locke, the natural law also imposes obligations on
individuals, such as the duty not to harm others and to respect their rights. These moral
imperatives form the foundation for social interaction and legal principles.

State of Nature and Reason
The state of nature is a key concept in Locke’s natural law theory. It represents a pre-
political condition in which individuals exist free and equal, governed by natural law
through reason. In this state, people have the liberty to pursue their interests but must
respect the rights of others. Reason enables individuals to understand natural law and act
accordingly, promoting peace and cooperation. However, the state of nature also presents
challenges, such as the lack of an impartial authority to resolve disputes, which motivates
the formation of civil society.

Locke’s Concept of Property and Natural Rights
Property holds a central role in Locke’s natural law theory, linking natural rights to
economic and social life. Locke’s labor theory of property explains how individuals acquire
ownership through their labor, emphasizing the natural right to the fruits of one’s work.
This concept justifies private property as an extension of individual liberty and natural



law.

The Labor Theory of Property
Locke argued that property rights originate from mixing one’s labor with natural
resources. When a person works on land or resources, they claim ownership because the
labor invested transforms common resources into private property. This theory justifies
private ownership while maintaining that resources are initially held in common by
humanity. Locke also introduced limits to property acquisition, such as the proviso that
enough and as good should be left for others.

Limits and Responsibilities of Property Ownership
While Locke supported private property rights, he acknowledged limitations to prevent
harm and injustice. Property acquisition must not violate others’ rights or lead to waste.
The right to property is tied to the obligation to use resources wisely and justly. These
responsibilities reflect Locke’s broader natural law framework, balancing individual rights
with social harmony and justice.

The Social Contract and Government Authority
Locke’s theory of natural law naturally extends into his political philosophy, particularly
his ideas on the social contract and the legitimacy of government. Locke posited that
individuals consent to form governments to protect their natural rights more effectively.
This consent legitimizes political authority and establishes the framework for
constitutional government.

Formation of Civil Society
According to Locke, individuals agree to leave the state of nature and enter civil society to
secure their rights through established laws and impartial judges. This social contract
creates a government with the authority to enforce natural law and adjudicate disputes.
Government power is thus derived from the consent of the governed and exists to serve
the public good by protecting natural rights.

Limited Government and Right to Revolution
Locke emphasized that government authority is not absolute but limited by the natural
rights of individuals. When a government violates these rights or exceeds its mandate,
citizens retain the right to resist or overthrow it. This principle of conditional political
authority marked a significant departure from divine right theories and laid the
groundwork for modern democratic and constitutional thought.



Impact and Legacy of Locke’s Natural Law Theory
John Locke’s theory of natural law has had a profound and lasting influence on political
philosophy, legal theory, and the development of modern democratic institutions. His
emphasis on natural rights, property, and the social contract shaped foundational
documents such as the American Declaration of Independence and the United States
Constitution. Locke’s ideas continue to inform contemporary debates on human rights,
governance, and the rule of law.

Influence on Modern Liberalism
Locke’s natural law theory laid the intellectual foundation for classical liberalism,
promoting individual liberty, limited government, and the protection of private property.
His principles resonate in modern legal systems that prioritize human rights and
constitutional governance. Locke’s work remains a cornerstone for understanding the
philosophical basis of liberal democracy and the rule of law.

Enduring Relevance in Legal and Political Thought
The theory of natural law Locke articulated continues to be relevant in contemporary
discussions about justice, human rights, and government legitimacy. Scholars and
policymakers draw on Locke’s ideas to advocate for legal frameworks that respect
individual freedoms and promote social order. The balance Locke struck between natural
rights and political authority remains a vital reference point in the ongoing evolution of
democratic governance.

Natural rights include life, liberty, and property

Property ownership originates from labor investment

Government authority is based on the consent of the governed

Limited government power with the right to revolution

Natural law is accessible through human reason

Frequently Asked Questions

What is John Locke's theory of natural law?
John Locke's theory of natural law posits that individuals have inherent rights to life,
liberty, and property, which exist independently of government and must be respected and
protected by any legitimate government.



How does Locke define natural rights in his theory of
natural law?
Locke defines natural rights as fundamental rights inherent to all human beings by virtue
of their existence, including the rights to life, liberty, and property, which cannot be
surrendered or taken away without consent.

What role does the state of nature play in Locke's
natural law theory?
In Locke's natural law theory, the state of nature is a condition where individuals are free
and equal, governed by natural law, but lack an impartial authority to enforce rights,
leading to the formation of government to protect natural rights.

How does Locke's natural law theory justify the
formation of government?
Locke argues that because natural rights are vulnerable in the state of nature, individuals
consent to form governments to protect their life, liberty, and property, establishing a
social contract to ensure justice and order.

What is the connection between Locke's natural law
theory and property rights?
Locke believes that property rights arise from natural law, as individuals have the right to
own property through their labor and effort, and these rights must be protected by the
government.

How does Locke's natural law theory influence modern
political thought?
Locke's theory of natural law has greatly influenced modern political thought by
underpinning ideas of individual rights, limited government, and the social contract, which
are foundational to liberal democracy and constitutional law.

What is the significance of consent in Locke's natural
law theory?
Consent is crucial in Locke's natural law theory as it legitimizes government authority;
governments derive their power from the consent of the governed to protect natural
rights.

How does Locke's natural law theory address the right
to rebellion?
Locke asserts that if a government fails to protect natural rights or acts against the



interests of the people, citizens have the right to rebel and establish a new government
that will uphold those rights.

In what ways does Locke's natural law differ from
Hobbes' view?
Unlike Hobbes, who views the state of nature as chaotic and violent requiring absolute
sovereign power, Locke sees it as generally peaceful but insecure, advocating for limited
government formed by consent to protect natural rights.

How is Locke's theory of natural law relevant today?
Locke's theory remains relevant today as it underpins contemporary ideas about human
rights, the rule of law, democratic governance, and the moral basis for limiting
governmental authority.

Additional Resources
1. Two Treatises of Government
John Locke’s seminal work outlines his theory of natural law and natural rights,
emphasizing life, liberty, and property as fundamental. This book challenges the divine
right of kings and advocates for a government based on the consent of the governed. It is
foundational for understanding Locke’s influence on modern political philosophy and
natural law theory.

2. Natural Law and Natural Rights
Written by John Finnis, this book provides a contemporary interpretation of natural law
theory, building upon classical and modern ideas including Locke’s perspectives. Finnis
explores the moral foundations of law and the role of natural rights in legal and political
systems. It is a critical resource for those studying the development of natural law in the
context of Locke’s philosophy.

3. Locke and the Natural Law
This collection of essays edited by Jeremy Waldron examines Locke’s natural law theory in
detail, analyzing its historical context and philosophical implications. Contributors explore
Locke’s views on morality, property, and political authority. The book offers a
comprehensive scholarly perspective on how Locke’s natural law theory shapes modern
legal and political thought.

4. The Philosophy of Natural Law: An Introduction
Steven J. Heyman’s work introduces readers to the key concepts and debates surrounding
natural law theory, including Locke’s contributions. The book discusses the relationship
between law, morality, and political authority. It is accessible for those new to the subject
while engaging with Locke’s influence on natural law.

5. John Locke and the Theory of Sovereignty
This book delves into Locke’s conception of sovereignty as grounded in natural law and
the consent of the governed. It explores how Locke’s ideas contrast with earlier theories of
absolute monarchy and divine right. The text is valuable for understanding the political



implications of Locke’s natural law theory.

6. Natural Law in the Modern World
Edited by Robert P. George, this volume brings together essays that explore the relevance
of natural law theory today, with significant attention to Locke’s legacy. The contributors
discuss how natural law principles apply to contemporary legal and ethical issues. The
book bridges historical theory and modern application, highlighting Locke’s enduring
influence.

7. Locke on Rights
This focused study investigates Locke’s theory of natural rights as derived from natural
law, emphasizing the protection of individual freedoms. The author analyzes Locke’s
arguments concerning property rights, political obligation, and the limits of governmental
power. It is a detailed examination of Locke’s impact on rights discourse.

8. The Social Contract and Natural Law
This work explores the intersection of social contract theory and natural law, with Locke’s
writings serving as a central reference point. The book discusses how Locke reconciles
individual rights with social order through natural law principles. It provides insight into
the philosophical foundations of modern democracy.

9. Locke, Natural Law, and the American Founding
This book traces the influence of Locke’s natural law theory on the political philosophy
underpinning the American Revolution and the founding documents of the United States.
It highlights Locke’s ideas about liberty, government legitimacy, and rights. The text is
essential for understanding the historical impact of Locke’s natural law on American
political development.
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shorter philosophical writings from the same decade. In his 1664 valedictory speech as Censor of
Moral Philosophy at Christ Church, Oxford, Locke discusses the question: Can anyone by nature be
happy in this life? The volume is completed by selections from Locke's manuscript journals,
unpublished elsewhere: on translating Nicole's Essais de Morale; on spelling; on extension; on
idolatry; on pleasure and pain; and on faith and reason. The great Locke scholar W. von Leyden
introduces each of these works, setting them in their historical context. This volume is an invaluable
source for Locke's early thought, of interest to philosophers, political theorists, jurists, theologians,
and historians.
  theory of natural law locke: The Lockean Theory of Rights A. John Simmons, 2020-11-10 John
Locke's political theory has been the subject of many detailed treatments by philosophers and
political scientists. But The Lockean Theory of Rights is the first systematic, full-length study of
Locke's theory of rights and of its potential for making genuine contributions to contemporary
debates about rights and their place in political philosophy. Given that the rights of persons are the
central moral concept at work in Locke's and Lockean political philosophy, such a study is long
overdue.
  theory of natural law locke: John Locke's Theory of Natural Law Henry Moulds, 1959
  theory of natural law locke: Natural Law and Calvinist Political Theory L. S. Koetsier,
2004-02 This thought provoking book begins with an historiography of Calvinist political theory and
interpretations/definitions of natural law. Narrative of individuals (Ancient Greece to Protestant
Reformation) who contributed to natural law. Biography of John Calvin including his philosophy and
his political theory. Description of how Calvinist political theory developed between 1559 and 1649.
Biography of John Locke, his theology and his political theory. The book concludes with a
redefinition of Calvinist political theory.
  theory of natural law locke: Plato’s Modern Enemies and the Theory of Natural Law John
Daniel Wild, 2022-10-18 This book is the first extended attempt to explain Plato’s ethics of natural
law, to place it accurately in the history of moral theory, and to defend it against the objections that
it is totalitarian. Wild provides a clarification of Plato’s ethical doctrine and a defense of that
doctrine based not only of his analysis of the dialogues but on the belief that Plato must
acknowledged as the founder of the Western tradition of natural law philosophy. The book begins
with a presentation of the major objections raised against Plato by modern authors – Toynbee, Karl
Popper and others who have condemned the so called totalitarianism of Plato’s thought. Wild
answers these objections point by point and with a wealth of evidence taken from Plato’s own
arguments. He then presents a historical study of the ethics of natural law, defining the theory and
showing through an examination of relevant dialogues that Plato held such a theory. The work
concludes with a systematic study of his realistic ethics and its bearing on contemporary problems.
  theory of natural law locke: Natural Law and the Theory of Property Stephen Buckle,
1991 Provides an historical perspective on the political philosophies of Locke and Hume, identifying
continuities in the development of 17th and 18th-century political theory. Argues that Hume's moral
sense theory was an attempt to underpin natural law with an adequate moral psychology.
  theory of natural law locke: Research Handbook on Natural Law Theory Jonathan Crowe,
Constance Youngwon Lee, 2019 p.p1 {margin: 0.0px 0.0px 0.0px 0.0px; font: 10.0px Arial} p.p2
{margin: 0.0px 0.0px 0.0px 0.0px; font: 10.0px Arial; min-height: 11.0px} span.s1 {font: 10.0px
Helvetica} This thought-provoking Research Handbook provides a snapshot of current research on
natural law theory in ethics, politics and law, showcasing the breadth and diversity of contemporary
natural law thought. The Research Handbook on Natural Law Theory examines topics such as
foundational figures in Western natural law theory, natural law ideas in a variety of religious and
cultural traditions, normative foundations of natural law, as well as issues of law and governance.
Featuring contributions by leading international scholars, this Research Handbook offers a valuable
resource for scholars in law, philosophy, religious studies and related fields.
  theory of natural law locke: S. A. Lloyd, 2013-08-31 This volume demonstrates the enduring
relevance of the philosophy of Thomas Hobbes for the political and social problems we face today.



  theory of natural law locke: Finding Locke’s God Nathan Guy, 2019-09-19 The portrait of
John Locke as a secular advocate of Enlightenment rationality has been deconstructed by the recent
'religious turn' in Locke scholarship. This book takes an important next step: moving beyond the
'religious turn' and establishing a 'theological turn', Nathan Guy argues that John Locke ought to be
viewed as a Christian political philosopher whose political theory was firmly rooted in the
moderating Latitudinarian theology of the seventeenth-century. Nestled between the secular
political philosopher and the Christian public theologian stands Locke, the Christian political
philosopher, whose arguments not only self-consciously depend upon Christian assumptions, but
also offer a decidedly Christian theory of government. Finding Locke's God identifies three
theological pillars crucial to Locke's political theory: (1) a biblical depiction of God, (2) the law of
nature rooted in a doctrine of creation and (3) acceptance of divine revelation in scripture. As a
result, Locke's political philosophy brings forth theologically-rich aims, while seeking to counter or
disarm threats such as atheism, hyper-Calvinism, and religious enthusiasm. Bringing these items
together, Nathan Guy demonstrates how each pillar supports Locke's Latitudinarian political
philosophy and provides a better understanding of how he grounds his notions of freedom, equality
and religious toleration. Convincingly argued and meticulously researched, this book offers an
exciting new direction for Locke studies.
  theory of natural law locke: John Locke's Political Philosophy and the Hebrew Bible Yechiel M.
Leiter, 2018-06-28 John Locke, whose ideas helped give birth to the United States, predicated his
political theory on the Hebrew Bible. Why?
  theory of natural law locke: John Locke's Two Treatises of Government Edward J.
Harpham, 1992 The past thirty years have witnessed a renaissance in Lockean scholarship. New
work and new thinking has now recast our most basic comprehension of John Locke (1623-1704) as
a political theorist, and of Locke's Two Treatises of Government as a historical document. This
collection of essays investigates the implications of the new scholarship for our understanding of
Locke's political thought and its impact upon the liberal tradition. John Locke's Two Treatises of
Government has long been recognized as one of the great works of political philosophy. Three
centuries after it was written, students and scholars continue to study it for insights into the
intellectual origins of the modern world and for a better understanding of such fundamental
concepts as natural rights, social contract, limited government, and the rule of law. The seven essays
in this volume explore various dimensions of Locke's Two Treatises. The introductory essay places
the new scholarship in a historical context. The next four essays show how this recent literature has
affected our view of particular aspects of the Two Treatises: its theory of politics, its religious
underpinnings, its theory of rationality, and its conception of the relationship between politics and
economics. The final two essays discuss how the new scholarship has changed our understanding of
the impact of the Two Treatises upon political thought in the eighteenth and late-twentieth
centuries. Included at the end of the text is an extended secondary bibliography on John Locke's Two
Treaties. These essays do not seek closure. Nor do they set forth a single correct interpretation.
Instead they offer readers a deeper appreciation of how our view of Locke's Two Treatises has
changed over the last three decades and the importance of those changes in understanding of the
liberal tradition. A solid contribution to the literature, bringing together some of the best new
scholarship on Locke and reflecting the diversity, breadth, and depth of the current debate on both
Locke and early liberalism. The editor's selection clearly demonstrates there is no single orthodox
reading of Locke and conveys the intellectually lively debate that pervades the field today.—Ronald
J. Terchek, author of Locke, Smith, Mill and the Liberal Concept of Agency.
  theory of natural law locke: The Theological Origins of Liberalism Ismail Kurun, 2016-07-26
This eye-opening book offers a critical survey of the true origins of liberalism. It challenges the
widely held belief among social scientists that liberalism was developed in opposition to Christianity.
Beginning with the Protestant Reformation, it illustrates how Christian thinkers reinterpreted
Christianity and used a set of indemonstrable biblical presuppositions from their reinterpretations to
develop the first liberal ideas, starting a process that culminates in the birth of the first liberal



political theory in the writings of a devout Christian philosopher, John Locke. It explains how the
Protestant Reformation, covenant theology, anti-trinitarianism and medieval Christian natural law
theories formed the foundations of liberalism. Thus, the central claim of this book is that liberalism
is better understood as a radical reinterpretation of Christianity that emerged in the
post-Reformation and early modern period. As a logical consequence of revealing the hitherto
generally neglected roots of liberalism, it eventually proposes that a legally pluralist liberal political
theory is the best way to maintain human dignity and peace in multi-religious societies of today’s
globalized world.
  theory of natural law locke: Natural Rights Theories Richard Tuck, 1979 The origins of
natural rights theories in medieval Europe and their development in the seventeenth century.
  theory of natural law locke: History of Political Theory: An Introduction George Klosko,
2013-02-08 History of Political Theory: An Introduction not only explores the great works of Western
political theory but demonstrates their continuing relevance. Volume II traces the origin and
development of liberal political theory, and so the foundations for contemporary views. The work
provides a readable, scholarly introduction to the great figures in Western political theory from
Hobbes to Marx. Major theorists examined include Hobbes, Locke, Hume, Montesquieu, Rousseau,
Burke, Mill, and Marx, not only major figures in the liberal tradition but liberal political theory's
most important critics. Theorists are examined in their historical contexts, with extensive quotations
allowing them to speak for themselves. Central concepts employed in their works are carefully
examined, with special attention to both how they fit together to form coherent theories and how
they bear on issues of contemporary concern. Major concepts examined include freedom, rights,
political obligation, and revolution. Emphasizing depth rather than breadth, this work is an ideal
introduction tool for instructors who have been searching for a text that combines careful exposition
of important political theorists and clear, critical analysis.
  theory of natural law locke: Handbook of Organization Theory and Management Thomas D.
Lynch, Peter L. Cruise, 2005-11-01 Few subjects are more influenced by philosophy than the form of
governance that guides and administers public affairs, yet much of the literature about public
administration remains silent about this connection. Handbook of Organization Theory and
Management: The Philosophical Approach, Second Edition identifies and discusses many of the mos
  theory of natural law locke: The Blackwell Guide to the Philosophy of Law and Legal Theory
Martin P. Golding, William A. Edmundson, 2008-04-15 The Blackwell Guide to the Philosophy of Law
and Legal Theory is a handy guide to the state of play in contemporary philosophy of law and legal
theory. Comprises 23 essays critical essays on the central themes and issues of the philosophy of law
today, written by an international assembly of distinguished philosophers and legal theorists Each
essay incorporates essential background material on the history and logic of the topic, as well as
advancing the arguments Represents a wide variety of perspectives on current legal theory
  theory of natural law locke: Locke's Second Treatise on Civil Government (SparkNotes
Philosophy Guide) SparkNotes, 2014-08-12 Locke's Second Treatise on Civil Government
(SparkNotes Philosophy Guide) Making the reading experience fun! SparkNotes Philosophy Guides
are one-stop guides to the great works of philosophy–masterpieces that stand at the foundations of
Western thought. Inside each Philosophy Guide you’ll find insightful overviews of great philosophical
works of the Western world.
  theory of natural law locke: Theories of Property Crawford Brough Macpherson, Calgary
Institute for the Humanities, 1979-09-25 The essays in this book began as a contributions to a
Summer Workshop arranged by the Calgary Institute for the Humanities, and haled at the University
of Calgary from July 7 to 14, 1978. The Institute, which was founded by the University in 1976 for
the encouragement of humanistic studies, has held such conferences each summer as a part of its
programme of research.
  theory of natural law locke: Natural Law Modernized David Braybrooke, 2003-01-01
Braybrooke challenges received scholarly opinion by arguing that canonical theorists Hobbes,
Locke, Hume, and Rousseau took St Thomas Aquinas as their point of reference, reinforcing rather



than departing from his natural law theory.
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