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The Enduring Influence of Natural Law on Modern Political Economy This study
explores how the concept of natural law evolved over time, focusing on the transformative
role of Thomas Aquinas’s ideas in shaping modern political economy. Aquinas blended
traditional natural law with Roman legal traditions and Christian theology, creating a
coherent framework that laid the groundwork for later theories of natural rights. His
approach marked a shift from seeing natural law as purely divine or mystical toward
understanding it as accessible through human reason, guided by divine principles. This
intellectual shift moved away from the rigid medieval views and opened the door for new
social and economic ideas.Building on this foundation, 17th-century thinkers like John
Locke developed a liberal vision of natural rights, emphasizing life, liberty, and property.
These ideas became central to classical economic thought and the rise of individualism.
Adam Smith, often called the father of political economy, drew directly on natural law to
explain market dynamics, famously describing the “invisible hand” that guides economic
activity. Despite critiques from later utilitarians such as Jeremy Bentham, natural law
theory experienced a revival in the 20th century, especially through the human rights
movements that emerged after World War 1l.In sum, this paper highlights how natural
law-particularly as reshaped by Aquinas—played a crucial role in transitioning Western
legal and political thought from static medieval doctrines to dynamic, reason-based
frameworks. This legacy deeply influenced the development of modern political economy
and continues to resonate in contemporary discussions on law and rights.
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1. Introduction

This study undertakes a comprehensive historical and philosophical investigation into the
foundational aspects of natural law theory and its enduring influence on the formation of
modern political and economic thought. At the heart of this analysis lies the thought of
Thomas Adquinas, the medieval philosopher who, through his innovative synthesis of
Aristotelian philosophy, Roman legal tradition, and Christian theology, initiated a profound
transformation in the understanding of natural law. Aquinas freed the concept from its
exclusively ecclesiastical confines and reconstructed it as a rational and universal order
accessible to all humans, regardless of religion or social status. This redefinition was not
merely a doctrinal revision but a deep reconfiguration of the relationships among humans,
law, society, and authority- one that profoundly shaped subsequent intellectual
developments.

2. Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework of this study is grounded in the rich philosophical and legal
traditions represented by Aristotle, Aquinas, John Locke, Adam Smith, and John Rawls.
Aristotle’s teleological ethics and his conception of a rational order immanent in nature laid
the foundational premises for natural law theory.

Aquinas’s genius was to integrate reason with faith, offering a model applicable in both
religious and secular contexts. His typology of law- divided into eternal, natural, divine, and
human-established a conceptual apparatus that harmonized human reason with divine order.
This intellectual tradition laid the philosophical groundwork for human rights, political
ethics, and economic organization, influencing Locke’s natural rights theory, Smith’s moral
economic theory, and Rawls’s conception of justice as fairness.

3. Methodology

Employing a historical-genealogical and comparative methodology, this research traces the
conceptual evolution of natural law by critically engaging with primary texts and
philosophical treatises. the corpus includes aquinas’s summa theologiae, aristotle’s
nicomachean ethics and politics, locke’s two treatises of government, smith’s theory of
moral sentiments and wealth of nations, and rawls’s theory of justice. through close textual
analysis, the study reveals how the concept of natural law evolved in response to shifting
intellectual, religious, and socio-political contexts. the dynamic interplay between rational
inquiry, ecclesiastical authority, and socio-political conditions is highlighted as central to
this conceptual development.

4. Discussion and Findings

The primary finding of this study is that Aquinas’s redefinition of natural law was not
merely a theological reform but a profound philosophical intervention that challenged
ecclesiastical authority and elevated human reason as a legitimate means of discerning
divine order. This emphasis on rationality laid the foundation for modern concepts such as
inherent rights, political legitimacy based on popular consent, and ethical foundations of
economic behavior. Locke, building upon human rationality, conceptualized rights to life,
liberty, and property as pre-political and inalienable. Smith, in his exposition of market
economy, invoked a natural order grounded in rational human actions oriented toward self-
interest but moderated by moral sentiments.

Moreover, the research demonstrates that even critics such as Jeremy Bentham, who
dismissed natural rights as “nonsense upon stilts,” failed to dislodge its foundational role in
modern political thought. In the twentieth century, human rights theories and Rawls’s
theory of justice revitalized moral rationality at the core of political philosophy, echoing the
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Thomistic vision wherein individual liberty is balanced with the common good. The study
further reveals that the modern notion of the individual—as a rational, rights-bearing moral
agent-has deep roots in Aquinas’s theological humanism; his emphasis on reason and
intrinsic human dignity establishes an ontological foundation for rights and legal
personhood recognized in contemporary legal and political systems.

Additionally, this study underscores the importance of revisiting the Thomistic tradition
in confronting today’s challenges-political, legal, and economic crises facing the modern
world. Aquinas’s teachings, emphasizing the alignment of reason and ethics, provide a
framework for redefining the relationship between individual, law, and society. This
perspective offers philosophical and practical solutions to complex issues of social justice,
political legitimacy, and economic development. In political economy, attention to ethics
and human dignity plays a critical role and can contribute to reforming market structures
and economic policies. From a human rights standpoint, the emphasis on dignity and
rationality remains a firm ethical foundation for defending individual and collective rights.

5. Conclusion

In conclusion, this research reaffirms Thomas Aquinas’s pivotal role in shaping Western
legal and philosophical traditions. His rational-theological reconstruction of natural law
established a conceptual foundation for individual rights, the rule of law, and market
economies. The Thomistic tradition is not merely a historical artifact but a living and
dynamic source for contemporary reflection in political philosophy, law, and economics.
Returning to the fundamental teachings of this tradition, especially amid the multifaceted
and complex challenges of the modern world, offers a reliable framework for understanding
the intricate interrelations among politics, law, and economics in the contemporary era.
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