
the law of nature john locke

the law of nature john locke is a fundamental concept in political philosophy, deeply rooted in the
Enlightenment era and the development of modern liberal thought. John Locke’s interpretation of the law
of nature forms the foundation for his theories on rights, government, and society. This principle asserts
that certain rights and moral obligations are inherent in human nature and can be discerned through
reason. Locke’s ideas challenged the divine right of kings and laid the groundwork for constitutional
government and individual liberty. This article explores the meaning of the law of nature according to
John Locke, its historical context, and its implications for natural rights and political theory. Readers will
gain a comprehensive understanding of how Locke's law of nature continues to influence contemporary
legal and philosophical discussions.
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Historical Context of John Locke’s Law of Nature
John Locke lived during a period of intense political upheaval and philosophical innovation in 17th-century
England. The English Civil War, the Glorious Revolution, and the rise of parliamentary democracy
influenced Locke’s writings. The law of nature, in his view, was a counterpoint to absolute monarchy and
arbitrary power. Locke’s work emerged as a response to the authoritarian claims of rulers who justified
their power through divine right. By grounding political authority in natural law and reason, Locke
provided a secular and rational basis for government. His ideas helped shape the ideological foundation for
constitutionalism and the protection of individual rights.

Locke’s Key Works on Natural Law
Locke developed his theory of the law of nature primarily in his major work, Two Treatises of
Government. In this text, he argues against the notion of the divine right of kings and presents a natural
law framework that emphasizes human reason and morality. Locke’s essays also reflect the influence of



earlier natural law theorists such as Hugo Grotius and Samuel Pufendorf, but he advances the concept by
linking natural law directly to individual rights and government legitimacy.

Political Climate and Its Influence
The political turmoil of Locke’s time, including the overthrow of King James II, provided a backdrop for
his ideas. Locke’s law of nature was instrumental in justifying the Glorious Revolution and the
establishment of a government based on consent. This historical context is crucial to understanding why
Locke emphasized natural rights as pre-political and inviolable, forming the basis for limited government
and civil society.

Philosophical Foundations of the Law of Nature
The law of nature in John Locke’s philosophy rests on the premise that human beings possess reason,
which enables them to discern moral truths independent of human-made laws. This natural law is
universal, immutable, and accessible to all people. Locke posits that the law of nature dictates that
individuals should not harm one another in their life, health, liberty, or possessions. This moral law is
binding on all and forms the standard against which the legitimacy of any political authority can be
measured.

Reason as the Basis of Natural Law
Unlike earlier theories that relied heavily on religious authority, Locke emphasizes reason as the tool for
understanding the law of nature. He argues that reason teaches all mankind that being equal and
independent, no one ought to harm another in their basic rights. This rational approach makes natural law
applicable across cultures and eras, grounded in human nature rather than divine command.

Moral Obligations under the Law of Nature
The law of nature imposes certain duties on individuals to respect the rights of others. This includes the
obligation to preserve oneself and others, to act justly, and to resolve conflicts peacefully. These moral
imperatives are inherent and precede any social contract or governmental rule, making them the
foundation of ethical behavior and lawful society.

Natural Rights and Human Equality
Central to Locke’s law of nature is the concept of natural rights that belong to every individual by virtue of
their humanity. These rights include life, liberty, and property, which Locke famously identified as



inalienable and non-negotiable. The recognition of natural rights leads to the principle of human equality,
where no person inherently holds authority over another. This egalitarian view challenges hierarchical
and arbitrary power structures.

Life, Liberty, and Property
Locke’s formulation of natural rights centers on the protection of life, liberty, and property. He argues that
individuals have the right to preserve their own lives and enjoy freedom without unwarranted
interference. Property rights arise from the labor one invests in the natural world, making ownership a
natural extension of personal effort. These rights are not granted by governments but must be respected by
them.

Equality as a Natural Condition
According to Locke, all men are created equal in the state of nature. This equality means no individual is
naturally subject to another’s will without consent. The law of nature upholds this equality by prohibiting
harm or domination without just cause, laying the groundwork for democratic principles and human
rights.

The State of Nature and Its Implications
Locke’s law of nature is intimately connected to his concept of the state of nature, an original condition
before the establishment of formal government. In this state, individuals are free and equal, governed only
by natural law. However, the state of nature can be insecure due to the lack of impartial enforcement of
the law, prompting people to form societies and governments to protect their rights more effectively.

Characteristics of the State of Nature
In Locke’s theory, the state of nature is generally peaceful and governed by reason and natural law. People
have the liberty to conduct their affairs but must respect the rights of others. Conflict can arise when
natural rights are threatened, but the state of nature is not inherently a state of war, distinguishing Locke’s
view from more pessimistic philosophers like Thomas Hobbes.

Social Contract and Government Formation
Because natural law lacks a centralized enforcement mechanism, Locke argues that individuals consent to
form governments through a social contract. The primary purpose of government is to protect natural
rights. If a government fails to do so or becomes tyrannical, Locke maintains that citizens have the right to



resist or overthrow it, reinforcing the sovereignty of natural law over political power.

Locke’s Influence on Modern Political Thought
The law of nature as articulated by John Locke has had a profound and lasting impact on modern political
theory, constitutional law, and human rights discourse. His ideas underpin the development of liberal
democracy and the concept of limited government. Locke’s emphasis on natural rights inspired key
political documents, including the American Declaration of Independence and the United States
Constitution.

Legacy in Constitutionalism
Locke’s insistence on the protection of natural rights and government by consent influenced the framing of
constitutional democracies. His theory supports the separation of powers, checks and balances, and the rule
of law, which are essential components of modern governance designed to safeguard individual freedoms.

Contemporary Relevance
The law of nature john locke articulated remains relevant in contemporary debates on human rights, civil
liberties, and justice. The universal principles of equality and inherent rights continue to inform
international law and ethical standards. Locke’s framework encourages ongoing evaluation of government
legitimacy and the protection of fundamental freedoms.

Summary of Key Principles

Natural law is universal and discoverable through reason.

All individuals possess equal natural rights to life, liberty, and property.

The state of nature is a condition of freedom and equality governed by natural law.

Governments are formed by social contract to protect natural rights.

Citizens have the right to resist governments that violate natural law.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Law of Nature according to John Locke?
According to John Locke, the Law of Nature is a moral principle that governs human behavior, dictating
that individuals should not harm others in their life, health, liberty, or possessions, and that they have the
right to preserve themselves and others.

How does John Locke describe the state of nature in relation to the Law
of Nature?
John Locke describes the state of nature as a state of perfect freedom and equality where the Law of
Nature governs human conduct, ensuring that no one harms another's life, health, liberty, or possessions.

What role does reason play in Locke's Law of Nature?
In Locke's philosophy, reason is the foundation of the Law of Nature; it guides individuals to understand
natural rights and obligations, promoting peace and cooperation among people.

How does the Law of Nature influence Locke's idea of property rights?
Locke argues that the Law of Nature allows individuals to appropriate property by mixing their labor with
resources from nature, provided there is enough and as good left for others, establishing the basis for private
property rights.

What is Locke's view on punishment under the Law of Nature?
Locke believes that individuals have the natural right to enforce the Law of Nature, including the right to
punish transgressors proportionally to preserve justice and protect their rights.

How does the Law of Nature justify the social contract in Locke's theory?
The Law of Nature leads individuals to form a social contract to establish a government that protects their
natural rights more effectively than they could in the state of nature alone.

Can the Law of Nature be changed according to John Locke?
Locke holds that the Law of Nature is immutable and based on reason, but its application can evolve
through social agreements and laws enacted by legitimate governments.



How does Locke's Law of Nature differ from Hobbes' view?
Unlike Hobbes, who sees the state of nature as a state of war, Locke views it as governed by the Law of
Nature, where individuals have rights and moral obligations, making peaceful coexistence possible without
a sovereign.

What impact did Locke's Law of Nature have on modern political
philosophy?
Locke's Law of Nature significantly influenced modern political philosophy by laying the groundwork for
natural rights theory, social contract theory, and ideas about government legitimacy and individual liberty.

Additional Resources
1. Two Treatises of Government by John Locke
This foundational work by John Locke lays out his theory of natural rights and the social contract. Locke
argues that individuals possess inherent rights to life, liberty, and property, derived from the law of nature.
The book challenges the divine right of kings and advocates for government as a protector of these natural
rights. It is essential reading for understanding Locke’s influence on modern political philosophy and
natural law.

2. Natural Law and Natural Rights by John Finnis
Finnis provides a contemporary exploration of natural law theory, drawing on classical and modern sources,
including Locke. The book examines how natural law forms the basis of human rights and morality. It
bridges the gap between ancient natural law traditions and modern legal and ethical systems. This work is
significant for understanding the philosophical underpinnings of Locke’s law of nature.

3. The Philosophy of Natural Law: An Introduction by Robert P. George
Robert P. George offers an accessible introduction to natural law philosophy, highlighting Locke’s
contributions. The book discusses natural law as a rational order governing human behavior and society. It
explores how Locke’s ideas about natural rights influence contemporary debates on law and morality. The
text is useful for readers seeking a clear understanding of natural law concepts.

4. John Locke and the Law of Nature by John Marshall
This book specifically focuses on Locke’s conception of the law of nature and its role in his political theory.
Marshall analyzes Locke’s writings to explain how natural law functions as a guide for human conduct and
legitimacy of government. The work situates Locke’s ideas within the broader tradition of natural law
thinkers. It is a scholarly resource for those interested in Locke’s legal philosophy.

5. Natural Rights and the New Republicanism by John G. Gunnell
Gunnell explores the development of natural rights theory in the context of republican political thought,
with Locke as a central figure. The book examines how Locke’s law of nature influenced ideas about



liberty, government, and individual rights. It traces the intellectual history that shaped modern democratic
principles. This book provides a nuanced understanding of Locke’s role in natural law and political theory.

6. The State of Nature and the Law of Nature in Locke’s Political Philosophy by Alexandra O. B. Hunter
Hunter delves into Locke’s concepts of the state of nature and the law of nature, key elements in his
political philosophy. The book discusses how Locke’s natural law theory justifies political authority and
individual rights. It provides a detailed analysis of Locke’s texts and their philosophical implications. This
work is ideal for readers focusing on Locke’s natural law and its political consequences.

7. Law, Morality, and the Common Good: Essays in Honor of John Finnis
This collection of essays honors John Finnis’s contributions to natural law theory, including discussions on
Locke’s influence. The volume addresses the intersections of law, morality, and the common good through
a natural law lens. Several essays explore Locke’s understanding of natural rights and the law of nature. It
is a valuable resource for scholars interested in the ongoing relevance of Locke’s ideas.

8. Natural Law and the Constitution by Robert P. George and Christopher Wolfe
This book examines the relationship between natural law theory and constitutional law, with references to
Locke’s law of nature. The authors argue that natural law principles continue to underpin constitutional
governance and rights protection. The text considers Locke’s influence on constitutional frameworks and
legal interpretation. It is important for readers studying the impact of natural law on modern legal systems.

9. The Law of Nature and Nations: An Introduction to Natural Law by John E. Finnis
Finnis provides a comprehensive introduction to natural law, incorporating Locke’s ideas about the law of
nature. The book outlines the moral foundations of law and the rights that arise from natural law theory. It
offers philosophical insights into how natural law informs international law and human rights. This work is
essential for understanding Locke’s legacy in natural law scholarship and its contemporary applications.
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