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Historica*
Samuel Pufendorf, a towering figure in 17th-century natural law
theory, grappled extensively with the implications of human
fallibility – the "fallen man" – within his elaborate system of
jurisprudence. This exploration, significantly impacting his seminal
work *De jure naturae et gentium* (On the Law of Nature and
Nations), and reflected in his historical analyses within the *Studia
Historica*, presents a complex and nuanced perspective on
morality. This article delves into Pufendorf's understanding of the
fallen man's moral capacity, examining his interaction between
natural law, human nature, and societal order. We'll explore key
aspects like Pufendorf's natural law theory, human
imperfection and its consequences, the role of reason and
social contract, and the implications for international relations
as evidenced in his historical studies.
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Pufendorf's Natural Law Theory and the
Fallen Man
Pufendorf's natural law theory, unlike that of some predecessors
like Grotius, emphasized a more robust role for divine command.
While he acknowledged a rational basis for natural law, discernible
through human reason, he posited that its ultimate origin and
authority stemmed from God’s will. This divine underpinning
significantly shaped his view of human nature and morality,
particularly considering the "fallen" state of humanity. Pufendorf
recognized that humans, due to their inherent weaknesses and
susceptibility to passions, frequently deviate from the dictates of
natural law. This “fallenness” didn’t negate natural law’s existence
or validity; rather, it explained humanity's frequent failure to
adhere to it completely. For Pufendorf, understanding human
imperfection was crucial for establishing a just and stable society.
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### Human Imperfection and its Consequences

Pufendorf didn't view human imperfection as a total moral
collapse. He believed humans retain a capacity for reason and can,
albeit imperfectly, discern natural law. However, this capacity is
often clouded by self-interest, ambition, and a predisposition
towards vice. This leads to conflicts, injustices, and a need for
societal structures to mitigate the negative consequences of
human fallibility. The imperfections of human nature, far from
undermining his natural law theory, became the very foundation
for his justification of civil government and international law. His
analyses within the *Studia Historica*, examining historical events
through the lens of natural law, frequently highlight this tension
between the ideal and the reality of human behaviour.
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The Role of Reason and the Social
Contract in Mitigating the Effects of the
Fallen State
Recognizing human limitations, Pufendorf emphasized the crucial
role of reason in guiding human conduct. While passions could
easily lead to selfish actions, reason provided a tool to temper
these impulses and strive towards adherence to natural law. This
isn't a complete remedy for human imperfection, but a vital
mechanism for improvement. Furthermore, Pufendorf argued
strongly for a social contract – a mutual agreement among
individuals to surrender certain rights and freedoms to a governing
authority in exchange for security and order. This social contract,
for Pufendorf, wasn't simply a hypothetical construct but a
practical necessity given the inherent challenges presented by the
fallen nature of humanity. The social contract served to channel
and regulate human passions, preventing chaos and promoting a



The Morality Of The Fallen Man Samuel Pufendorf On Natural Law Studia Historica

The Morality Of The Fallen Man Samuel Pufendorf On Natural Law Studia
Historica

6

more just society. He believed it was through a well-ordered state,
enforcing laws consistent with natural law principles, that
humanity could best strive towards the good life, despite the
limitations imposed by their fallen nature.

Pufendorf's *Studia Historica* and the
Application of Natural Law to
International Relations
Pufendorf's *Studia Historica*, a collection of historical analyses,
provides a fascinating application of his natural law theory to
international relations. He examined historical conflicts and
treaties, evaluating their compliance with natural law principles.
This approach demonstrates the practical implications of his ideas
about human nature and moral responsibility within a larger,
international context. He argues that even nations, composed of
imperfect individuals, ought to strive towards justice and peace,
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guided by the principles of natural law. While acknowledging the
prevalence of power politics and self-interest in international
relations, Pufendorf believed that natural law provided a normative
framework for improving international order.

Conclusion: A Nuanced Perspective on
Morality
Samuel Pufendorf's exploration of the "fallen man" within the
framework of natural law presents a complex and nuanced
perspective on morality. He did not simply dismiss human
imperfection as irredeemable, but rather incorporated it as a
central factor in his legal and political theory. Through reason, the
social contract, and the application of natural law to both domestic
and international affairs, Pufendorf proposed mechanisms for
mitigating the negative consequences of human fallibility and
creating a more just and orderly world. His *Studia Historica*
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serves as a testament to the practical application of his
philosophy, illustrating how natural law principles can be used to
analyze and, potentially, improve historical events. His work
remains relevant today, prompting reflection on the ongoing
tension between human nature and the pursuit of moral ideals
within society and international relations.

FAQ
Q1: How does Pufendorf's view of the fallen man differ
from Augustine's?

A1: While both acknowledge human imperfection, their emphasis
differs. Augustine stresses the complete depravity of humanity
after the Fall, requiring divine grace for salvation. Pufendorf, while
recognizing human weakness and propensity for vice, emphasizes
the retention of reason and the capacity for moral improvement
through social structures and adherence to natural law. His
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perspective is less pessimistic, focusing on the possibility of
creating a better society despite human fallibility.

Q2: What is the significance of the social contract in
Pufendorf's theory?

A2: The social contract is central to Pufendorf's system because it
provides a practical mechanism for addressing the challenges
posed by the fallen nature of humanity. It offers a way to curb
individual self-interest and establish a system of law and order that
promotes a more just society. The contract isn't simply a
theoretical construct, but a necessity for creating and maintaining
social stability in a world populated by imperfect individuals.

Q3: How does Pufendorf's natural law theory influence his
understanding of international relations?

A3: Pufendorf extends his natural law principles to the
international arena. He believes nations, despite being composed
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of individuals prone to self-interest, are still morally bound to strive
for justice and peace in their interactions with each other. His
*Studia Historica* provides concrete examples of how natural law
can be used to evaluate historical events and guide international
conduct.

Q4: What are the limitations of Pufendorf's approach?

A4: Some critiques of Pufendorf focus on the potential tension
between his emphasis on divine command and the rational basis
for natural law. The precise balance between these two aspects
can be debated. Further, his focus on the social contract might
underemphasize the role of individual moral agency in overcoming
human imperfections.

Q5: How is Pufendorf's work relevant to contemporary
discussions about international law and morality?

A5: Pufendorf's work remains relevant today because it grapples
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with enduring questions about human nature, morality, and the
challenges of establishing a just and peaceful world order. His
emphasis on natural law, the social contract, and the need for
international cooperation continues to resonate in contemporary
discussions of international law, human rights, and global
governance.

Q6: What are some key differences between Pufendorf's
approach to natural law and that of Grotius?

A6: While both were prominent natural law theorists, Pufendorf
placed a stronger emphasis on divine command as the ultimate
source of natural law, compared to Grotius, who focused more on a
rational basis. Pufendorf’s theory also more explicitly incorporated
the impact of human imperfection and the necessity of a strong
social contract.

Q7: What is the enduring legacy of Pufendorf's ideas?



The Morality Of The Fallen Man Samuel Pufendorf On Natural Law Studia Historica

The Morality Of The Fallen Man Samuel Pufendorf On Natural Law Studia
Historica

12

A7: Pufendorf's work significantly impacted the development of
modern international law and political theory. His emphasis on
natural law, the social contract, and the need for a strong state
continues to influence legal and political thought. His systematic
approach to jurisprudence and his integration of historical analysis
with philosophical principles remain valuable contributions to the
field.

Q8: Where can I find more information on Pufendorf and his
work?

A8: Several scholarly articles and books explore Pufendorf's life,
work, and influence. Translations of *De jure naturae et gentium*
and the *Studia Historica* are available. Searching academic
databases such as JSTOR, Project MUSE, and Google Scholar with
keywords like "Samuel Pufendorf," "natural law," "social contract,"
and "international law" will yield substantial results. University
libraries also possess significant resources related to his life and
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scholarship.

The Morality of the Fallen Man: Samuel
Pufendorf on Natural Law and Studia
Historica
Samuel Pufendorf's contributions to 17th-century political and legal
philosophy remain remarkably applicable today. His magnum
opus, *De jure naturae et gentium* (On the Law of Nature and
Nations), grapples with complex questions of human nature,
morality, and the social contract, all within the framework of
natural law. A key aspect of Pufendorf's work that deserves deeper
examination is his perception of the “fallen man” and how this
concept affects his articulation of natural law. This article will delve
into Pufendorf's perspective on this crucial subject, demonstrating
its significance for grasping his broader theoretical system and its
continuing echo in contemporary ethical and political discourse.
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Pufendorf, unlike some of his predecessors like Hobbes, didn't
regard human nature as inherently selfish or driven solely by a
desire for power. However, he recognized the reality of human
imperfection, a consequence of what he termed the "fall." This
"fall," though not explicitly tied to a religious belief in the same
way as in traditional Christian theology, represents a departure
from a hypothetical state of pristine natural reason. For Pufendorf,
humanity's fallen nature is manifested in a proclivity towards
passions – egoism , greed , and a deficiency of perfect self-control.
This inherent weakness, he argues, necessitates the creation of
positive laws and a social order to mitigate the harmful
consequences of human actions.

Pufendorf’s concept of natural law, therefore, isn't a utopian ideal
outlining a flawless society based on inherent human goodness.
Instead, it’s a pragmatic framework for managing the inevitable
conflicts arising from human imperfection. He distinguishes
between "perfect" and "imperfect" duties. Perfect duties are those
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that we are always compelled to fulfill , such as respecting the
rights of others. Imperfect duties, on the other hand, are those
where the method of fulfillment is left to our choice, such as
charity or beneficence. This distinction highlights the boundaries of
human capability in achieving a fully virtuous life even within the
framework of natural law. The flawed nature of humanity dictates
that even with the best intentions, complete adherence to perfect
duties is often problematic, necessitating a system of laws and
punishments to discourage harmful behaviors.

One can make an analogy to the engineering of a bridge. A perfect
bridge, built on the foundations of pure physics and materials
science, would be flawlessly stable and efficient. But real-world
bridges are built with imperfect materials, under imperfect
conditions, and are always susceptible to wear and tear. Likewise,
Pufendorf's natural law is the theoretical ideal of a just society,
while positive laws and the social order are the engineering steps
taken to compensate for the imperfections of human nature. The
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acceptance of the “fallen” state of humanity is not a cause for
despair or moral nihilism , but rather a foundation for realistic and
efficient strategies for social order .

Pufendorf's method to natural law has significant practical
benefits. By recognizing the realities of human imperfection, his
theory provides a more realistic and less utopian framework for
political structure and legal application . His attention on imperfect
duties encourages a flexible and specific approach to moral
reasoning, rather than a rigid and inflexible adherence to strict
rules. This resilience is particularly relevant in a world
characterized by complexity and variety .

The analysis of Pufendorf's concepts provides invaluable insights
for contemporary political and ethical arguments. His emphasis on
the limitations of human reason and the need for social and
political institutions to counteract for these limitations is
particularly relevant in our current climate of globalization and
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technological development. Furthermore, his nuanced perception
of the relationship between natural law and positive law offers a
valuable perspective for thinking about the challenges of
establishing and maintaining just and equitable societies. Future
investigation might explore the application of Pufendorf's
framework to contemporary issues such as global justice,
environmental ethics, and the challenges of living in a increasingly
complex digital world.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. How does Pufendorf's concept of the "fallen man" differ
from the traditional Christian understanding? Pufendorf's
concept isn't directly rooted in theological dogma. While he
acknowledges human imperfection, he avoids explicit references
to original sin, focusing instead on observable human tendencies
toward self-interest and passion.
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2. What is the significance of Pufendorf's distinction
between perfect and imperfect duties? This distinction
recognizes the inherent limitations of human capabilities. While we
are always obligated to fulfill perfect duties (e.g., respecting
rights), the manner of fulfilling imperfect duties (e.g., charity) is
left to our judgment, reflecting the complexities of human moral
agency.

3. How is Pufendorf's work relevant to contemporary
ethical and political debates? His emphasis on human
imperfection and the need for social institutions to manage conflict
provides a realistic and pragmatic framework for addressing
modern political and social challenges, particularly in complex
global contexts.

4. What are some potential avenues for future research on
Pufendorf's work? Further research could explore the application
of Pufendorf's theories to contemporary issues like global justice,
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environmental ethics, and the impact of technology on human
behavior and social order. Comparative studies examining
Pufendorf's work in relation to other natural law theorists would
also be valuable.
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