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William Blackstone Believed A Person Has A Moral Right To A Thing That
Permits Him To Live A Human Life. This foundational idea underscores much of
modern legal philosophy and moral reasoning. Blackstone, an influential 18th-
century jurist and legal scholar, emphasized the intrinsic rights that arise
from human nature and the necessity of certain possessions or resources to
sustain life. His insights not only shaped the development of common law but
also continue to resonate in contemporary discussions about human rights,
property law, and moral philosophy. In this comprehensive article, we explore
Blackstone’s views on the moral rights pertaining to life-sustaining
resources, analyze their implications, and examine how these ideas influence
modern legal frameworks.

Understanding William Blackstone’s Philosophy
on Human Rights

William Blackstone (1723-1780) is best known for his seminal work,
Commentaries on the Laws of England, which systematically laid out the
principles of English law. Blackstone’s philosophy centered on the idea that
law is rooted in natural law—the moral principles inherent in human nature.
He believed that certain rights are inalienable because they are essential
for human existence and dignity.

The Concept of Natural Rights

Blackstone’s doctrine of natural rights posits that:

- Every human being possesses rights that are inherent, not granted by law.
- These rights are derived from nature and reason.

- The most fundamental of these rights include life, liberty, and property.

His emphasis on the right to life, in particular, reflects a moral
understanding that no individual can fully exercise other rights without
first securing their right to live.

Legal Rights as Extensions of Moral Rights

Blackstone argued that legal rights are ultimately grounded in moral rights.
The law’s role is to recognize, protect, and enforce these rights, which are
necessary for maintaining social order and individual well-being.



Blackstone’s View on the Right to Live: The
Moral Foundation

Blackstone’s assertion that a person has a moral right to resources that
enable life is rooted in the belief that life itself is the highest good and
the foundation of all other rights.

Life as the Primary Moral Good

- Life is the fundamental condition for moral agency.

- Without life, other rights and pursuits are meaningless.

- Therefore, any resource or possession that directly sustains life has a
moral claim to be protected.

Resources Necessary for Human Life

Blackstone recognized that certain things—such as air, water, food, and
shelter—are essential for survival. He viewed these as:

- Moral rights of individuals.

- Protected by law because depriving someone of these resources violates
their natural rights.

Implications of Blackstone’s Philosophy for
Property Rights and Moral Law

Blackstone’s ideas have profound implications for understanding property
rights and the moral responsibilities of society.

Property as a Moral Right for Life’s Necessities

- The right to acquire and possess property is intertwined with the right to
life.

- Owning resources that sustain life is a moral obligation and a legal right.
- This perspective supports the idea that property rights are not merely
economic but also moral rights.

Limits on Property Rights

Blackstone acknowledged that:

- Property rights are not absolute.

- They may be limited when they threaten the life or well-being of others.
- For example, laws regulating pollution protect others’ air and water
rights.



Modern Legal and Ethical Perspectives Inspired
by Blackstone

Blackstone’s emphasis on the moral right to resources necessary for life
influences contemporary debates on human rights and legal protections.

Human Rights and International Law

- The Universal Declaration of Human Rights recognizes the right to life as
fundamental.

- Access to clean water, food, and shelter is increasingly seen as a moral
and legal obligation of states.

- Blackstone’s ideas underpin these modern principles.

Property Law and Social Justice

- Modern property law often balances individual rights with societal needs.
- Recognizing that access to basic resources is essential for human dignity
aligns with Blackstone’s moral framework.

- Policies promoting equitable distribution of resources reflect this moral
understanding.

Critiques and Limitations of Blackstone’s View

While influential, Blackstone’s perspective is not without critique.

Potential for Conflicting Rights

- The right to own property may conflict with others’ rights to essential
resources.
- Resolving such conflicts requires careful legal and moral balancing.

Modern Perspectives on Environmental and Social
Justice

- Environmental degradation and resource scarcity challenge Blackstone’s
assumptions.

- Contemporary debates include whether resources should be considered a
collective right rather than solely individual.

Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of



Blackstone’s Moral Rights Theory

William Blackstone’s belief that a person has a moral right to the resources
necessary to sustain human life continues to influence legal thought and
moral philosophy. Recognizing life as the highest good underscores the
importance of safeguarding access to essential resources. His ideas provide a
foundation for understanding property rights not merely as economic
privileges but as moral obligations rooted in human dignity. As modern
society grapples with issues such as environmental preservation, social
justice, and human rights, Blackstone’s emphasis on the moral right to live
remains profoundly relevant. Ultimately, his philosophy reminds us that legal
systems should serve the fundamental purpose of protecting human life and
ensuring that each individual’s moral rights are respected and upheld.
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Frequently Asked Questions

Who was William Blackstone and what was his view on
moral rights?

William Blackstone was an influential 18th-century English jurist and legal
scholar who believed that individuals possess moral rights, including the
right to own property, which permit them to live a human life with dignity
and stability.

What does Blackstone mean by a 'moral right' to a
thing?
Blackstone's concept of a 'moral right' refers to a fundamental entitlement

that allows a person to possess or use a thing necessary for their well-being
and the ability to live a human life.

How does Blackstone's belief influence modern
property rights?
Blackstone's idea that moral rights underpin property rights has contributed

to the development of legal doctrines that protect individuals' ownership and
use of property essential for their survival and dignity.



In what way does Blackstone connect moral rights to
the right to life?

Blackstone's philosophy suggests that owning or controlling certain
things—1like land or resources—is intrinsically linked to a person's right to
live a human life, emphasizing the moral importance of property rights in
sustaining life.

Are Blackstone's views on moral rights still
relevant in contemporary legal systems?

Yes, Blackstone's emphasis on moral rights has influenced modern legal
principles, especially regarding property law, individual rights, and the
moral foundations of legal systems.

What is the significance of Blackstone's belief in
moral rights for human dignity?

Blackstone's belief underscores that moral rights to resources are essential
for human dignity, ensuring individuals can meet basic needs and live
meaningful, autonomous lives.

Can Blackstone's concept of moral rights be applied
to modern debates on resource allocation?

Yes, the idea that individuals have moral rights to certain resources can
inform contemporary discussions on equitable access, property rights, and
social justice.

How does Blackstone's view relate to natural law
theory?

Blackstone's emphasis on moral rights aligns with natural law theory, which
holds that certain rights are inherent and fundamental to human nature and
morality.

What criticisms exist regarding Blackstone's belief
in moral rights to things?

Critics argue that Blackstone's focus on moral rights may overlook societal
needs, economic considerations, and the potential for conflict between
individual rights and the common good.

How might Blackstone's ideas influence contemporary



discussions on human rights?

Blackstone's emphasis on moral rights supports the foundation of human rights
doctrines, highlighting the importance of securing essential resources and
freedoms necessary for a human life.
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Introduction

In the realm of legal philosophy and moral theory, few figures have had as
profound an influence as Sir William Blackstone (1723-1780), an English
jurist whose writings laid foundational principles for modern legal systems.
While his most famous work, Commentaries on the Laws of England, primarily
addressed the nature of law, property rights, and justice, Blackstone’s moral
philosophy also extended into the realm of individual rights. One of the most
compelling aspects of his thought is the idea that a person has a moral right
to certain things—particularly those that enable him to live a human life.

This article explores Blackstone’s conception of moral rights, focusing on
his assertion that individuals possess a moral entitlement to the resources
necessary for survival. We will analyze the philosophical underpinnings of
this view, its implications for property rights, and its relevance in
contemporary debates surrounding human rights, resource distribution, and
moral obligations.

Blackstone’s Philosophical Context
The Enlightenment and Natural Law

William Blackstone’s intellectual environment was deeply influenced by the
Enlightenment, a period that emphasized reason, individual rights, and the
natural law tradition. Natural law theory posited that certain rights are
inherent to human beings by virtue of their nature, and these rights are
discoverable through reason.

Blackstone'’s approach to law and morality was rooted in this tradition. He
believed that law ought to reflect moral truths and that individuals possess
certain natural rights that precede and underpin positive law. Among these,
the right to life was paramount.

The Role of Morality in Law



For Blackstone, law and morality were intertwined. He argued that the
legitimacy of law depends on its moral basis and that laws are designed to
protect natural rights. This perspective underscores the importance of moral
rights—rights that are not merely legal but grounded in moral necessity.

The Moral Right to Live: Blackstone’s Perspective
The Fundamental Right to Life

Blackstone emphasized that the right to life is fundamental. In his
Commentaries, he states that “the law of nature teaches mankind to consider
their own preservation as their first and principal law.” He viewed life as
the foundation upon which all other rights are built.

He believed that every human being, by virtue of their humanity, has a moral
claim to the resources and conditions necessary to sustain life. This
includes not only physical necessities like food, water, and shelter but also
the social and moral environment conducive to human flourishing.

The Moral Entitlement to Resources

Blackstone’s notion of a moral right extends beyond mere survival. He
contended that individuals are morally entitled to access the means that
permit them to lead a human life-meaning a life characterized by dignity,
reason, and moral agency.

This moral entitlement involves:

- Access to Basic Necessities: Food, water, shelter, and health.

- Protection from Harm: Security from violence and oppression.

- Freedom to Pursue Personal Development: Education, moral growth, and social
participation.

Blackstone saw these as morally necessary conditions for a person to live not

just biologically, but as a human being capable of moral reasoning and self-
determination.

The Intersection of Moral Rights and Property Rights

Property as a Moral Right

Blackstone’s view implies that property rights are not merely legal
constructs but moral rights grounded in the necessity of resources for human
life. He believed that individuals have a moral claim to property acquired

through just means, as it enables them to sustain their existence.

He argued that:



- Just Acquisition: Property must be obtained through fair and moral means.
- Utilitarian Use: Property should serve the purpose of enabling individuals
to live morally and practically meaningful lives.

- Protection of Property: Laws should protect individuals’ rights to their
property as a moral imperative to ensure their survival and dignity.

Limitations and Moral Responsibilities

While Blackstone valued individual property rights, he also acknowledged
moral limitations. For example, he recognized that:

- Excessive accumulation at the expense of others violates the moral right to
life.

- Society has an obligation to ensure equitable access to resources,
preventing extreme deprivation.

This balance reflects his view that morality requires both respect for
individual rights and concern for societal welfare.

Blackstone’s Moral Philosophy in Contemporary Contexts
Human Rights and Modern Ethical Debates

Blackstone’s assertion that a person has a moral right to the resources
necessary for life resonates strongly with contemporary human rights
discourse. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) affirms rights to
life, food, water, and adequate housing—concepts compatible with Blackstone’s
views.

Modern debates include:

- Resource Distribution: How should society allocate resources to ensure
everyone’s basic needs are met?

- Environmental Ethics: Do our moral rights to resources extend to future
generations and the environment?

- Global Justice: How do international laws reflect the moral right to life
and essential resources across borders?

Legal Implications and Policy
Blackstone’s ideas suggest that laws should be designed to safeguard not just
individual property but the moral right to life itself. Policies such as

social safety nets, healthcare, and environmental protections can be seen as
legal mechanisms that uphold the moral rights Blackstone articulated.

Critiques and Limitations of Blackstone's View



Challenges in Defining “Necessary Resources”

One challenge lies in defining what constitutes the “things that permit a
human life.” Different cultures, societies, and individuals may have varying
perceptions of necessity.

Balancing Rights and Resources

Blackstone’'s philosophy raises questions about resource scarcity and how to
equitably distribute limited resources without infringing on others’ rights.

Potential for Moral Conflicts

Moral rights to resources may conflict with economic freedoms, property
rights, or societal interests, raising complex ethical dilemmas.

Conclusion

William Blackstone’s belief that a person has a moral right to a thing that
permits him to live a human life underscores the intrinsic connection between
morality, individual rights, and societal obligations. His emphasis on life
as a fundamental moral right provides a philosophical foundation for modern
discussions on human rights, social justice, and legal protections.

While contemporary society continues to grapple with issues of resource
distribution and moral obligations, Blackstone’s insights remind us that at
the core of law and morality lies a fundamental respect for life and the
conditions that sustain it. Recognizing and upholding these moral rights
remains essential to creating just, humane societies that honor the dignity
of every individual.
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Final Thoughts

Blackstone’s moral philosophy, especially his assertion of a right to life
and the resources necessary for human existence, continues to influence legal
thought and human rights discourse. His work reminds us that law is not



merely a set of rules but a moral enterprise rooted in the respect for human
dignity and the fundamental rights that sustain it. Engaging with his ideas
challenges contemporary societies to reflect on the moral foundations of
justice and the ongoing quest to ensure that every person can lead a truly
human life.
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