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NATURAL LAW THEORY: A JURISPRUDENTIAL AND 

PHILOSOPHICAL ANALYSIS 

 

* BHASKAR P 

I. Introduction 

Natural Law Theory occupies a central position in jurisprudence as it 

offers a moral foundation for law. It rejects the notion that law is merely 

a set of commands backed by sanctions and instead insists that law 

must conform to standards of justice, reason, and moral correctness. 

The theory holds that legal systems derive legitimacy not merely from 

authority but from their alignment with universal principles inherent in 

human nature. 

Throughout history, natural law has served as a critical tool to evaluate 

enacted laws and political authority. It has inspired resistance against 

tyrannical governance and unjust legal systems, reinforcing the idea 

that legality divorced from morality lacks true legitimacy. 

 

II. Meaning and Concept of Natural Law 

Natural law refers to principles of justice that are considered universal, 

rational, and inherent in the nature of human beings. These principles 

exist independently of legislative enactment and are discoverable 

through reason. Natural law is not created by the state; rather, it 

precedes and limits state authority. 

At its core, natural law theory asserts that law is not merely what is 

written or enforced but what is right. The moral content of law is 

therefore essential to its validity. A rule that is fundamentally unjust 

may possess legal form but lacks moral authority. 
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III. Essential Characteristics of Natural Law 

Natural law theory is distinguished by several defining characteristics: 

1. Universality – Natural law applies to all human beings 

irrespective of geography or political boundaries. 

2. Immutability – While applications may vary, core principles 

remain constant. 

3. Rational Foundation – Natural law is accessible through human 

reason rather than divine revelation alone. 

4. Moral Supremacy – It acts as a higher standard against which 

positive laws are judged. 

5. Pre-political Existence – Natural law exists prior to and 

independent of state institutions. 

These characteristics differentiate natural law from man-made law, 

which is contingent upon authority and enactment. 

 

IV. Historical Evolution of Natural Law Theory 

A. Ancient Foundations 

The roots of natural law can be traced to ancient Greek philosophy. 

Aristotle distinguished between natural justice and legal justice, 

arguing that some principles are universally valid by nature rather than 

convention. The Stoic philosophers later advanced the idea that natural 

law is based on universal reason shared by all humanity. 

B. Roman Jurisprudence 

Roman jurists developed the concept of jus naturale, considering it a 

law common to all peoples. Roman law incorporated natural law 

principles through doctrines of equity and fairness, influencing later 

European legal systems. 
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C. Medieval Scholasticism 

The most systematic exposition of natural law was provided by Thomas 

Aquinas. Aquinas integrated Aristotelian philosophy with Christian 

theology, presenting natural law as a rational participation in eternal 

law. According to him, human laws derive validity only when they are 

consistent with natural law principles. 

 

V. Aquinas’ Theory and Classification of Laws 

Aquinas classified laws into four categories: 

1. Eternal Law 

2. Natural Law 

3. Divine Law 

4. Human Law 

Natural law functions as a bridge between eternal law and human law. 

Human laws that contradict natural law lack moral authority and may 

justifiably be disobeyed. Aquinas famously asserted that unjust laws 

are not true laws but corruptions of law. 

 

VI. Natural Law in the Modern Period 

The decline of feudalism and the rise of individualism revived natural 

law in the modern era. Thinkers such as John Locke argued that 

individuals possess inherent rights derived from natural law. 

Governments, according to this view, exist to protect these rights rather 

than to create them. 

This phase significantly influenced constitutionalism, limited 

government, and the emergence of rights-based legal systems. 
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VII. Natural Law and Jurisprudence 

In jurisprudence, natural law theory emphasizes that: 

A. Law and morality are inseparable 

B. Legal validity requires ethical legitimacy 

C. Judicial reasoning may legitimately consider moral principles 

Natural law provides a normative framework for evaluating legislation 

and executive action. It allows courts to interpret laws purposively and 

justly rather than mechanically. 

 

VIII. Natural Law and Positive Law: A Comparative Perspective 

Natural law theory stands in contrast to legal positivism. 

Natural Law Theory Legal Positivism 

Law derived from morality and reason Law derived from authority 

Unjust laws lack legitimacy Validity independent of morality 

Universal principles Territorial applicability 

Normative evaluation Descriptive analysis 

This debate remains one of the most enduring discussions in legal 

philosophy. 

 

IX. Revival of Natural Law in the Twentieth Century 

The atrocities of the Second World War led to renewed interest in 

natural law theory. The failure of purely positivist legal systems to 

prevent injustice highlighted the need for moral limits on law. Natural 

law principles were invoked to justify accountability for acts committed 

under formally valid but morally reprehensible legal regimes. 
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X. Criticism of Natural Law Theory 

Despite its influence, natural law theory has been criticised on several 

grounds: 

1. Vagueness and lack of precision 

2. Subjectivity in moral reasoning 

3. Risk of judicial overreach 

4. Difficulty in uniform application 

Critics argue that reliance on moral reasoning may undermine legal 

certainty and predictability. 

 

XI. Contemporary Relevance of Natural Law 

Natural law continues to influence: 

A. Constitutional interpretation 

B. Principles of fairness and justice 

C. Judicial discretion 

D. Ethical limitations on state power 

Modern courts frequently rely on natural law values such as 

reasonableness, proportionality, and dignity while interpreting legal 

texts. 

 

XII. Conclusion 

Natural Law Theory represents the moral conscience of legal systems. 

It insists that law must serve justice rather than merely authority. While 

its abstract nature poses challenges, its enduring relevance lies in its 

ability to critique unjust laws and guide legal interpretation. In an era 

of expanding state power, natural law remains a vital reminder that 

legality without morality risks degenerating into oppression. 
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