
what is the law of nature according to
locke
The law of nature is a fundamental concept in John Locke's philosophy,
serving as a cornerstone of his political theory and understanding of human
rights. Locke, a 17th-century English philosopher, is often regarded as one
of the founders of modern liberal democracy. His ideas on the law of nature
are intricately linked to his views on government, property, and individual
rights. In this article, we will explore Locke's conception of the law of
nature, its implications for human behavior, its relationship to natural
rights, and its influence on the development of modern political thought.

Understanding the Law of Nature in Locke's
Philosophy

John Locke's interpretation of the law of nature stems from his broader
epistemological and metaphysical frameworks. For Locke, the law of nature is
a moral framework that exists independently of human legislation. It is
derived from reason and is accessible to all individuals, regardless of their
social or political status.

The Origin of the Law of Nature

Locke argues that the law of nature originates from God, who created the
world and established moral truths that govern human interactions. This
divine law is discoverable through human reason, enabling individuals to
discern right from wrong. Key points regarding the origin of the law of
nature include:

1. Divine Basis: The law of nature is rooted in the will of God, reflecting
divine justice and order.
2. Rational Discovery: It is not revealed through scripture but can be
understood through rational thought and observation of the natural world.
3. Universal Applicability: The law of nature applies to all humans equally,
transcending cultural and societal differences.

The Content of the Law of Nature

The law of nature, according to Locke, dictates that individuals have
inherent rights and responsibilities. These rights and duties are grounded in
the natural state of humanity, which is defined by equality and freedom.
Several key principles can be derived from the law of nature:



- Equality: All individuals are born equal and possess the same rights, which
must be respected by others.
- Freedom: Individuals have the freedom to act as they choose, provided their
actions do not infringe on the rights of others.
- Preservation of Life: The primary obligation under the law of nature is to
preserve one's life and the lives of others.
- Property Rights: Individuals have the right to acquire and own property,
provided they do not harm others in the process.

The Role of the Law of Nature in Human Society

Locke believed that the law of nature serves as a guiding principle for human
interactions and the formation of societies. It provides a moral foundation
upon which laws and governments should be built.

Natural Rights and Social Contract

Locke's views on the law of nature are closely linked to his theory of
natural rights and the social contract:

1. Natural Rights: Locke posits that every individual possesses natural
rights, including life, liberty, and property. These rights are inalienable
and cannot be surrendered or transferred.
2. Social Contract: To protect these natural rights, individuals enter into a
social contract, forming governments that derive their legitimacy from the
consent of the governed.
3. Government's Role: The primary role of government, according to Locke, is
to protect the natural rights of its citizens. If a government fails to do
so, citizens have the right to revolt and establish a new government.

The State of Nature and Its Implications

Locke's concept of the state of nature is crucial to understanding the law of
nature. He describes the state of nature as a pre-political condition where
individuals live in a state of perfect freedom and equality. However, this
state is not without challenges:

- Insecurity: Despite the freedom it offers, the state of nature can lead to
insecurity, as individuals may violate each other's rights.
- Conflict: Differences in opinion regarding the law of nature can result in
disputes and conflicts, necessitating a structured society.
- Formation of Government: To mitigate these issues, individuals agree to
form a government that enforces the law of nature and resolves conflicts in a
fair manner.



Locke’s Influence on Modern Political Thought

Locke's conception of the law of nature has had a lasting impact on modern
political philosophy and the development of democratic principles.

Influence on Enlightenment Thinkers

Locke's ideas on the law of nature and natural rights significantly
influenced later Enlightenment thinkers, including:

- Jean-Jacques Rousseau: Rousseau expanded on Locke’s ideas, particularly
concerning the social contract and the general will.
- Thomas Jefferson: Jefferson drew directly from Locke’s writings when
drafting the Declaration of Independence, particularly the assertion of
natural rights.
- Montesquieu: Montesquieu incorporated Locke’s ideas into his theories on
the separation of powers and civil liberties.

Impact on Constitutional Democracy

Locke's law of nature has also played a critical role in shaping modern
constitutional democracies:

1. Human Rights: The recognition of fundamental human rights in many
democratic constitutions can be traced back to Locke’s principles.
2. Rule of Law: The law of nature emphasizes the importance of the rule of
law, establishing that laws must reflect moral truths and protect individual
rights.
3. Checks and Balances: Locke’s advocacy for a government that derives its
authority from the consent of the governed has led to the establishment of
systems of checks and balances in many democratic societies.

Critiques of Locke’s Law of Nature

Despite its influence, Locke's conception of the law of nature has faced
criticism from various philosophical perspectives:

Feminist Critique

Feminist theorists have pointed out that Locke's ideas often reflect a
patriarchal worldview, where the rights of women and marginalized groups are
not adequately addressed. Some critiques include:



- Gender Bias: The law of nature, as articulated by Locke, tends to
prioritize male perspectives, neglecting the experiences and rights of women.
- Lack of Inclusivity: Critics argue that Locke's focus on property rights
overlooks the contributions of those who do not own property, such as
laborers and the poor.

Marxist Critique

Marxist thinkers challenge Locke's emphasis on property rights, arguing that
it perpetuates social inequalities:

- Class Division: The protection of property rights can lead to class
divisions, where the wealthy accumulate power and resources at the expense of
the working class.
- Alienation: Marxists argue that the focus on individual rights ignores the
collective rights and needs of society as a whole.

Conclusion

The law of nature, as articulated by John Locke, remains a vital component of
modern political thought. It serves as a moral compass for individual rights,
government legitimacy, and social contracts. While it has faced critiques and
reinterpretations in light of evolving societal norms, its foundational
principles continue to resonate in contemporary discussions about justice,
equality, and human rights. As societies grapple with complex moral and
political issues, Locke's insights into the law of nature provide a framework
for understanding the interplay between individual liberties and collective
responsibilities.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the law of nature according to John Locke?
The law of nature, according to John Locke, is a moral principle that governs
human behavior and is based on reason. It dictates that individuals should
not harm others and should respect the rights of others, including life,
liberty, and property.

How does Locke's concept of the law of nature relate
to natural rights?
Locke's concept of the law of nature is closely tied to natural rights, which
he argues are inherent and cannot be taken away. According to Locke, the law
of nature provides the foundation for these rights, emphasizing the



importance of individual liberty and property.

What role does reason play in Locke's law of nature?
Reason plays a crucial role in Locke's law of nature, as he believes that
human beings can discern moral truths through rational thought. This ability
to reason allows individuals to understand their rights and obligations
towards others.

How does Locke's law of nature influence his views
on government?
Locke's law of nature greatly influences his views on government, as he
argues that legitimate government must protect the natural rights of
individuals. If a government fails to do so, citizens have the right to
revolt and establish a new government.

What are the implications of the law of nature for
social contracts?
The law of nature implies that social contracts must be formed with the
consent of the governed, as individuals enter into agreements to protect
their natural rights. This establishes a foundation for legitimate political
authority.

How does Locke's view of the law of nature differ
from Hobbes' perspective?
Locke's view of the law of nature differs from Hobbes' perspective in that
Locke sees humans as inherently rational and capable of cooperation, while
Hobbes views them as self-interested and prone to conflict without a strong
authority.

Did Locke believe the law of nature applies
universally?
Yes, Locke believed that the law of nature is universal and applies to all
individuals regardless of their social or political circumstances. It is a
fundamental truth that exists independent of human laws.

What is the significance of property in Locke's law
of nature?
Property is significant in Locke's law of nature because he argues that
individuals have a natural right to own property, which they acquire through
their labor. Protecting property rights is essential for maintaining social
order.



How does Locke's law of nature contribute to modern
political thought?
Locke's law of nature has significantly contributed to modern political
thought by laying the groundwork for liberal democracy, individual rights,
and the idea that government should be based on the consent of the governed.
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