
natural rights ap gov definition

natural rights ap gov definition is a fundamental concept in American government and political philosophy.
Understanding this term is essential for students preparing for the AP Government exam, as it forms the
basis of many principles in the U.S. Constitution and the Declaration of Independence. Natural rights refer
to the inherent rights that every individual possesses by virtue of being human, independent of any
government or legal system. These rights are considered inalienable, meaning they cannot be surrendered,
sold, or transferred. This article explores the natural rights ap gov definition in depth, tracing its origins,
examining its role in American political thought, and discussing its implications in contemporary
governance. Additionally, the relationship between natural rights and other key concepts such as social
contract theory and constitutional rights will be analyzed. This comprehensive overview aims to provide
clarity and context for students and scholars alike.

Origins and Philosophical Foundations of Natural Rights

Natural Rights in American Political Thought

Natural Rights and the U.S. Constitution

Relationship Between Natural Rights and Social Contract Theory

Contemporary Applications of Natural Rights in Government

Origins and Philosophical Foundations of Natural Rights
The concept of natural rights has deep philosophical roots dating back to ancient and early modern thinkers.
It is grounded in the belief that certain rights are universal and inherent to human beings, regardless of
laws or societal structures. This idea contrasts with legal positivism, which holds that rights exist only
through government enactment.

Key Philosophers and Their Contributions
Several philosophers significantly shaped the natural rights doctrine. John Locke is often regarded as the
primary architect of this concept, emphasizing life, liberty, and property as fundamental rights. Locke
argued that these rights exist in a state of nature and that governments are created to protect them. Other
influential figures include Thomas Hobbes, who introduced the social contract idea, and Jean-Jacques
Rousseau, who expanded on popular sovereignty and collective rights.



Characteristics of Natural Rights
Natural rights possess distinct characteristics that differentiate them from other types of rights:

Inalienability: Cannot be legitimately taken away or transferred.

Universality: Apply to all individuals regardless of status.

Pre-existence: Exist prior to and independent of government.

Equality: Every person holds these rights equally.

Natural Rights in American Political Thought
Natural rights profoundly influenced the development of American political ideology. The Founding
Fathers incorporated these principles into foundational documents, asserting the role of government as a
protector of these inherent rights. This section explores how natural rights were interpreted and applied in
the context of early American governance.

The Declaration of Independence
The Declaration of Independence explicitly references natural rights, stating that "all men are created
equal," endowed with "certain unalienable Rights," including "Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness."
This articulation reflects Locke’s influence and sets the foundation for American claims to freedom and
justice.

Impact on Founding Documents and Political Philosophy
Natural rights shaped the framing of the Constitution and the Bill of Rights by embedding protections for
individual freedoms. These documents embody the principle that governments derive their legitimacy
from the consent of the governed and their duty to safeguard natural rights.

Natural Rights and the U.S. Constitution
The U.S. Constitution does not explicitly use the phrase "natural rights," but its provisions reflect the
doctrine’s core principles. The relationship between natural rights and constitutional law is critical to
understanding American legal and political systems.



Bill of Rights as a Protector of Natural Rights
The first ten amendments to the Constitution, collectively known as the Bill of Rights, enumerate specific
rights that align with natural rights concepts. These include freedom of speech, religion, and the right to a
fair trial, among others. They serve as constitutional guarantees against government infringement.

Judicial Interpretation and Natural Rights
American courts have often interpreted constitutional rights in light of natural rights philosophy.
Landmark Supreme Court cases have reinforced the protection of fundamental liberties by invoking
principles that echo natural rights ideals, thus influencing civil rights and liberties jurisprudence.

Relationship Between Natural Rights and Social Contract Theory
Natural rights theory is closely linked to social contract theory, which explains the origin of government
and its authority. Understanding this relationship is essential for grasping the natural rights ap gov
definition and its implications for governance.

Social Contract as a Foundation for Government
Social contract theory posits that individuals consent, either explicitly or implicitly, to form a government
that will protect their natural rights. In exchange for security and order, people agree to abide by laws and
relinquish certain freedoms under a legitimate authority.

Balancing Individual Rights and Government Power
The social contract framework addresses the tension between individual liberty and the necessity of
government. It justifies the existence of government as a protector of natural rights, while also limiting its
power to prevent tyranny and protect personal freedoms.

Contemporary Applications of Natural Rights in Government
The concept of natural rights continues to influence modern government policies, legal interpretations, and
human rights discourse. Its principles underpin ongoing debates about civil liberties, justice, and the role of
the state in protecting individual freedoms.



Natural Rights in Civil Rights Movements
Throughout American history, civil rights movements have invoked natural rights to challenge injustice
and demand equal treatment under the law. The rhetoric of inherent human rights has been central to
efforts to secure voting rights, end segregation, and promote gender equality.

Natural Rights and Modern Constitutional Law
Contemporary constitutional law frequently references natural rights concepts to evaluate issues such as
privacy, free speech, and due process. Courts and policymakers often weigh these fundamental rights
against governmental interests to maintain a balance between freedom and security.

Examples of Natural Rights in Practice
Typical examples of natural rights that continue to be relevant today include:

The right to life and personal security

The right to freedom of speech and religion

The right to privacy and due process

The right to own property

The right to equal protection under the law

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the definition of natural rights in AP Government?
Natural rights in AP Government are rights that individuals are believed to have inherently, simply by
being human, such as life, liberty, and property.

Who is most associated with the concept of natural rights in AP
Government?
John Locke is most associated with the concept of natural rights, arguing that individuals possess rights to



life, liberty, and property.

How do natural rights influence the founding documents of the United
States?
Natural rights influenced the Declaration of Independence, which asserts that people have unalienable
rights including life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

What role do natural rights play in social contract theory in AP
Government?
In social contract theory, natural rights are the fundamental rights individuals retain, which governments
are created to protect in exchange for some individual freedoms.

How are natural rights different from legal rights in AP Government?
Natural rights are inherent and universal, while legal rights are granted and defined by a government or
legal system.

Why are natural rights important in the study of AP Government?
Natural rights are foundational to understanding the principles of democracy, individual freedoms, and the
limits of government power.

Can natural rights be taken away according to AP Government
principles?
According to the philosophy of natural rights, these rights cannot justly be taken away because they are
inherent to human beings.

How do natural rights relate to the concept of popular sovereignty in AP
Government?
Natural rights support popular sovereignty by emphasizing that governments derive their power from the
consent of individuals who possess inherent rights.

What is an example of a natural right referenced in AP Government?
An example of a natural right is the right to life, which is considered fundamental and protected by
governments.



How do natural rights impact the limits placed on government power in
AP Government?
Natural rights limit government power by establishing basic freedoms that governments cannot infringe
upon without consent.

Additional Resources
1. Two Treatises of Government by John Locke
This foundational work by John Locke is essential for understanding natural rights theory. Locke argues
that individuals possess inherent rights to life, liberty, and property, which governments must protect. His
ideas heavily influenced the development of modern democratic governments and the U.S. Constitution’s
emphasis on natural rights.

2. The Social Contract by Jean-Jacques Rousseau
Rousseau explores the concept of the social contract and how legitimate political authority arises from the
collective agreement of individuals. He discusses the balance between individual freedoms and the general
will, providing insight into the philosophical basis for natural rights within society.

3. Natural Rights: A Historical Introduction by Stephen Holmes
This book offers a comprehensive overview of the evolution of natural rights from ancient times to the
modern era. Holmes examines key political thinkers and their contributions, highlighting the changing
interpretations and applications of natural rights in political theory.

4. On Liberty by John Stuart Mill
Mill’s classic work defends individual freedoms against societal and governmental interference. While not
exclusively about natural rights, it elaborates on the importance of personal liberty, a core component of
natural rights doctrine, especially in democratic societies.

5. The Declaration of Independence and Natural Rights by Pauline Maier
Maier provides an accessible analysis of how natural rights philosophy influenced the American Declaration
of Independence. The book explores the historical context and the political ideas that shaped the founding
document’s emphasis on life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

6. Natural Rights and the New Republicanism by John G. Gunnell
This text delves into the connection between natural rights and republican political theory. Gunnell
discusses how the revival of natural rights ideas contributed to the development of American political
identity and constitutional principles.

7. The Law of Nature and Nations by Samuel Pufendorf
Pufendorf’s work is a significant early modern treatise on natural law and natural rights. He systematically
outlines the rights and duties of individuals and states, influencing later Enlightenment thinkers and the



formation of international law.

8. Natural Rights and Human Rights by Jeremy Waldron
Waldron critically examines the philosophical foundations and implications of natural rights in the context
of human rights debates. The book provides a modern perspective on how natural rights theory continues
to shape legal and political thought.

9. Rights Talk: The Impoverishment of Political Discourse by Mary Ann Glendon
Glendon critiques contemporary political discussions surrounding rights, including natural rights, arguing
that an overemphasis on individual rights can undermine community and responsibility. Her analysis offers
a nuanced view of the role natural rights play in American political discourse.
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