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The prominent role of Hugo Grotius’ (1583-1645) thought in the history of the concept of
natural rights is well known and has been thoroughly discussed in the research literature.1 What
is less well known, and has received considerably less scholarly attention, is the specific design
of the various natural rights postulated by Grotius.2 In Grotius’ natural law works, namely in the
early De iure praedae commentarius (1604-1606, not published until 1868) and in De iure belli
ac pacis libri tres (1625), Grotius developed a series of natural rights that corresponded to a
system of just causes of war.3 According to Grotius, war can be a lawful means to enforce four
distinct natural rights: the right to self-defense, the right to private property, the right to the
restitution of debts, and the right to punish. These rights correspond to Grotius’ four just causes
of war: defense, recovery of property, exaction of a debt, and punishment.4 This latter just cause
of war—punishment—, which has not yet received very much scholarly treatment, shall be
investigated in the present paper.5 Grotius’ conception of punishment as a natural right and as
the corresponding just cause of war is significant to those who study the history of the ethics of
war, and has also exerted a considerable influence in the realm of political theory.
This paper proceeds in three parts. The first part provides an introductory account of
Grotius’ doctrine of natural rights in order to give the reader the necessary conceptual

framework. The second part explores Grotius’ conception of a natural right to punish as
developed in his early natural law work De iure praedae. Part three gives an account of the
more differentiated doctrine of the right to punish as it can be gleaned from Grotius’ mature
work on natural law and the law of nations, the De iure belli ac pacis. By way of conclusion, I
will then give a brief survey of the important historical as well as conceptual ramifications of
Grotius’ tenets.

1. Grotius’ system of natural rights and just causes of war
Grotius introduces his notion of a subjective right in De iure belli ac pacis, in a chapter on the
general notion of right. After explaining the term “right” (ius) in its objective sense, Grotius
writes that
There is another meaning of law viewed as a body of rights, different from the one
just defined6 but growing out of it, which has reference to the person. In this sense a
right becomes a moral quality of a person, making it possible to have or to do
something lawfully. Such a right attaches to a person, even if sometimes it may
follow a thing, as in the case of servitudes over lands, which are called real rights, in
contrast with other rights purely personal; not because such rights do not also attach
to a person, but because they do not attach to any other person than the one who is
entitled to a certain thing. When the moral quality is perfect we call it facultas,
‘faculty’; when it is not perfect, aptitudo, ‘aptitude’.7
Only that which Grotius terms “faculty” (facultas), i.e. a “perfect moral quality”, is part of
natural justice in the strict sense, not what he calls “aptitude” (aptitudo). Grotius, characterizing
the subjective sense of right (ius), identifies the natural legal right in the subjective sense with
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facultas, which is said to be composed of power (potestas), ownership (dominium) and the
contractual rights of the creditor (creditum).8 Elucidating the element of power, he differentiates
between power over oneself, which is conceived as freedom, and power over others, which can
consist of the power of the patriarch or of the slaveholder.
For Grotius, freedom as power over oneself is just one part of potestas, and potestas,
together with private property and contractual rights, forms one of the three elements that can
constitute subjective rights (facultates or iura). The tortious violation of these rights, i.e. the
unlawfully and culpably inflicted violation of the right to one’s own person and freedom, of the
right to private property, or of the right to exact a contractually stipulated debt, gives rise to a
fourth subjective natural right, the right to punish, which by Grotius’ account is modeled on the
penal actions of the Roman law (actiones poenales).9
Grotius’ doctrine of the just causes of war is predicated on his clarification of the notion
of a subjective natural right, as described above. According to Grotius, a wrong (iniuria)
constitutes the only possible cause for a just war.10 He writes: “No other just cause for
undertaking war can there be excepting injury received.”11 Wrongs consist in the violation of a
right, Grotius holds, and in the chapter on the causes of war (De belli causis) he points out the
fundamental parallel between the remedies of Roman law, the actiones, and war:
It is evident that the sources from which wars arise are as numerous as those from
which lawsuits [actiones] spring; for where judicial settlement [iudicia] fails, war
begins.12
By equating the just causes of war with the wrongs (iniuriae) of private Roman law, Grotius
attempts to solve the basic problem of the medieval law of war tradition which had consisted in
determining all the relevant wrongs in a complete way and with sufficient precision.13 Using the
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Roman law system of remedies to concretize the substantive content of the just causes of war,
Grotius was able to develop a system of well-defined natural rights that are reflected in the basic
liberal rights of the nineteenth century.
The most remarkable of these rights is the right to punish, onto which Grotius bestows,
against the scholastic tradition,14 the dignity of being a natural right. This bold step has manifold
consequences not only in the international sphere, where the existence of such a right can serve
as a substitute for the sanctions that back the law in a centralized legal system, but also in the
realm of political theory, where a residual natural right to punish, conceived as a right originally
vested in every individual, can potentially unfold into a very explosive tool of political argument.
In the following two sections, Grotius’ conception of the right to punish shall be described first
as it appears in the early De iure praedae, then as it is presented in De iure belli ac pacis.

2. The right to punish in De iure praedae
In 1604, the directors of the newly established Dutch East India Company (VOC) retained Hugo
Grotius’ services to draft a legal opinion on the capture of the Portuguese vessel Santa Catarina
in the East Indies by a Dutch admiral acting on behalf of a forerunner of the VOC. The humanist
scholar set to work and produced, between October 1604 and November 1606, a legal defense of
the VOC’s war against the Portuguese in Southeast Asia, De iure praedae commentarius, which
contains an early version of Grotius’ doctrine of natural rights.15
Freedom of trade with the East Indies and its necessary prerequisite, freedom of the sea,
were the issues on which the legal debate over the legitimacy of Dutch privateering turned. If
the seizure of the Santa Catarina could be shown to be part of a just war fought against the
illegitimate Spanish and Portuguese claims to a monopoly of trade with the East Indies, then the
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capture itself would be justified. To this end, Grotius adopted a two-pronged strategy, aiming to
show, on the one hand, that the VOC’s forerunner could be understood as the agent of a
sovereign state engaged in a just war against Spain and Portugal, and that, on the other hand, the
capture of the ship was justified under the law of nature even if the trading company had been
acting on its own behalf as a private actor.16 It is this latter aspect of Grotius’ strategy that made
him develop a doctrine of a natural right to punish—the Portuguese, he argued, by monopolizing
the high sea, had violated the law of nature, giving rise to the VOC’s natural right to punish and
providing the trading company with a just cause for war.
The right to punish arises out of a wrong. Since for Grotius such a wrong can—true to his
Roman law terminology—be both a simple private delict and a behavior that is criminally
relevant, the question arises whether the right inhering in everybody by nature is just a right to
enforce obligations out of a private delict or whether it also constitutes a right, arising out of a
crime, to mete out punishment. Grotius states that many authors before him had assumed the
view that the power to punish (puniendi potestas) was vested in the polity alone, excluding
therewith the private execution of punishment.
It is not so easy to decide the question of whether or not a private individual
[privatus] may under any circumstances seek to impose punishment [poena] for a
crime [delictum]. Indeed, since a great many persons maintain that the power to
punish has been granted to the state [res publica] alone […], it might seem that
private application of force is ruled out entirely. The best method we can adopt for
the discussion of this point will be found, however, in the consideration of what was
permissible for individuals prior to the establishment of states [ante respublicas
ordinatas].17
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Grotius adduces Cicero as a warrantor and maintains that Cicero understood punishment as a
manifestation of natural law, defining punishment as “that act by which, defensively or
punitively, we repel violence and abuse from ourselves and from those close to us whom we
should hold dear”, and as “that act whereby we inflict punishment for wrongdoing”.18 These
Ciceronian views lead Grotius to the revolutionary notion of punishment as an institution of
natural law, which was novel and which he could not have possibly taken from his scholastic
predecessors19:
In the light of the foregoing discussion, it is clear that the causes for the infliction of
punishment are natural […]. Even so, is not the power to punish [puniendi potestas]
essentially a power that pertains to the state? Not at all! On the contrary, just as
every right of the magistrate comes to him from the state, so has the same right come
to the state from private individuals; and similarly, the power of the state is the result
of collective agreement […]. Therefore, since no one is able to transfer a thing that
he never possessed, it is evident that the right of chastisement was held by private
persons before it was held by the state.20
Grotius adopts from the Digest Ulpian’s requirement for the transfer of property—“no one can
transfer greater rights to someone else than he possesses himself”21—in order to apply it to the
right to punish. Under the premise that any right that the magistrate possesses must have been
transferred to him by the members of the polity, the members of the polity must have already
possessed the right to punish, analogous to the Roman law rules for the transfer of ownership,
which do not acknowledge the acquisition of ownership through somebody who is not the owner.
According to Grotius, the right to punish must thus have already been vested in the individuals
prior to the establishment of states.
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Grotius corroborates his novel argument with another argument, which is, as Richard Tuck
has noted,22 astonishingly identical to the one put forward in favor of a natural right to punish by
John Locke:
[T]he state inflicts punishment for wrongs against itself, not only upon its own
subjects [subditi] but also upon foreigners; yet it derives no power over the latter
from civil law, which is binding upon citizens only because they have given their
consent; and therefore, the law of nature, or law of nations, is the source from which
the state receives the power in question.23
Grotius’ theory of a natural right to punish is really very similar to John Locke’s “very strange
doctrine” in his Second Treatise of Government, according to which “every Man hath a Right to
punish the Offender, and be Executioner of the Law of Nature”24. Because Grotius’ argument is
contained in a chapter of De iure praedae that was not to be published until the nineteenth
century, the convergence with John Locke is indeed surprising. In De iure belli ac pacis,
however, Grotius formulated a very similar argument,25 and Locke did know Grotius’ mature
work.26
There exists a further parallel with Locke’s doctrine of punishment, namely the important
fact that Grotius’ right to punish is a right vested in every inhabitant of the state of nature, not
only in the injured person herself. Grotius derives the natural right to punish from one of his
axiomatic laws (leges)—“evil deeds must be corrected”27—, a maxim pulled together with
Aristotle’s involuntary (akousia) legal transactions28 and with the Roman law rules of obligations
out of delicts (obligationes ex delicto).29 Consistent with these sources, Grotius regards his
doctrine of punishment to be a theory of compensatory justice (iustitia compensatrix) concerned
with the “correction” of wrongs, as opposed to a theory of distributive justice. In order to assure
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that the rules of corrective justice are being upheld and implemented, i.e. that wrongs that have
occurred are being corrected, Grotius declares that “an injury inflicted even upon one individual
is the concern of all”,30 and draws from this the inference that the right to punish in the state of
nature belongs not exclusively to the wronged person, but to everyone, thus paving the way for a
very extensive interpretation of the right to punish.
On Grotius’ account, the right to punish is vested primarily in every individual in the state
of nature, and in polities and their magistrates only in a secondary sense. Any wrong and any
injury give cause to a just war, and in the absence of a central political authority even the private
individual is competent to mete out punishment—after all, under the Roman law of the Digest,
private individuals had been legally qualified to punish a delict, Grotius argues,31 preparing the
ground for a benevolent judgment of the military acts of the Dutch East India Company even
under the assumption that one is not willing to see the VOC as a mere agent of the public
authority of the United Provinces.
Wrongs amounting to actual crimes evoke according to Grotius a natural right to punish, and
give rise therewith to a just cause of war. In Grotius’ own historical context, the crime of the
Portuguese consisted of violating the rules of the law nature. By appropriating the high sea,
which under natural law according to Grotius belonged as a res communis to the whole of
humanity, the Portuguese had established an illicit monopoly of trade. This violation of the law
of nature amounted to a criminal offense that qualified as “particularly grave”, because “harm
[was] inflicted upon the whole of human society”.32

3. The right to punish in De iure belli ac pacis
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Grotius wrote his treatise De iure belli ac pacis (1625) when he was in exile in Paris, having fled
the United Provinces in 1621 after being imprisoned as a result of having taken sides in a major
theological and constitutional conflict.

Although this later work was written under

fundamentally different circumstances, its main teachings, including the doctrine of the natural
right to punish, can be understood as an elaborated version of the earlier work.
Unlike in De iure praedae, Grotius in De iure belli ac pacis differentiates clearly between
private delicts that give rise to actions for damages, and criminal delicts that grant a right to
punish, devoting a short chapter of De iure belli ac pacis to private delicts exclusively.33 He
distinguishes the private delict as an act that can be “repaired” (reparare) from the criminal
delict as an act that can be punished (punire),34 reserving the term delictum in the later work for
the criminal delict,35 thus allowing for a clarification of the conception of the right to punish,
which in De iure belli ac pacis stands alone and does not have to bear the additional weight of
addressing claims that arise out of tortuous, as opposed to criminal, acts. Apart from this
distinction, which applies to the purpose and normative justification of punishment, the doctrine
of the right to punish in De iure belli ac pacis is identical with the one expounded in De iure
praedae. The discussion of the natural law character of punishment in the later work
corresponds for the most part to the passages in De iure praedae, where Grotius had stated that
the magistrate’s right to punish was a derivative of the natural right to punish vested originally in
every individual.36
In De iure belli ac pacis Grotius again cites from Cicero’s De inventione to show the natural
law character of punishment, and illustrates the natural right to punish with an anecdote about
Caesar, taken from the Roman historian Velleius Paterculus:

Studies in the History of Ethics, 2/2006
Straumann, The Right to Punish
Copyright, HistoryOfEthics.org

9

Nevertheless, the old natural liberty remains, especially in places where there are no
courts, as, for example, on the sea. An example of this is perhaps the conduct of
Julius Caesar. He, while yet a private citizen, with a hastily levied fleet pursued the
pirates by whom he had been captured, sank some of their ships, and put the rest to
flight. When the proconsul failed to punish the pirates who had been taken, he
himself set out to sea and crucified them.37
The historical example serves as an illustration (not a justification) of the rule that the natural
right to punish remains available even for the citizen of a commonwealth such as the Roman
republic with its municipal laws when the political authority fails, as in the anecdote about
Caesar, or when a political authority does not exist, as on the high sea. But the right to punish, as
already pronounced in De iure praedae, is inherent in everyone, not just in the injured person;
the reason for this “very strange doctrine” has to be seen in the need to implement the norms of
the natural legal order in a horizontal system without a central political authority.
Translated to a world where commonwealths have come into existence, the natural right
to punish entitles every sovereign to punish severe violations of the natural legal order, even if
neither the sovereign himself nor the citizens within his jurisdiction have been injured by the
violation in question. In Grotius’ view, the purpose and normative justification of punishment
are threefold: first, it is advantageous to the wrongdoer himself, in that it “corrects” him and
thereby makes him better;38 second, punishment is for the good of him who has been wronged,
which is “the sort of punishment that Aristotle also attributes to the ‘justice’ which he himself
calls ‘commutative’”;39 and third, punishment serves what we may today call the
consequentialist purpose of “prevent[ing] the man who has injured one person from injuring
others”, or of “prevent[ing] others from being induced by a feeling of security to annoy any
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persons whatsoever”, which is attained by “the infliction of outstanding penalties”.40 While the
third idea of punishment clearly has a consequentialist character, the first and the second purpose
have a deontological or retributive as well as a consequentialist aspect to them.41 The natural
right to punish, then, serves as a threat, allowing to “join force and law together”, in view of the
fact that “law fails of its outward effect unless it has a sanction behind it”.42
The implementation of the natural legal order on the international plane, the joining of
“force and law together”, is of course made much easier by Grotius’ doctrine of a general natural
right to punish, which recognized certain grave violations of the natural law as being such as to
affect the interests of all humankind, and vested the right to punish these violations accordingly
in every human being, and only derivatively in the sovereigns of commonwealths. Grotius
describes these consequences of his doctrine with the utmost clarity:
The fact must also be recognized that kings, and those who possess rights equal to
those kings, have the right [ius] of demanding punishments not only on account of
injuries [iniuriae] committed against themselves or their subjects, but also on account
of injuries which do not directly affect them but excessively violate [immaniter
violare] the law of nature or of nations in regard to any persons whatsoever [quaevis
personae]. For liberty [libertas] to serve the interests of human society [humana
societas] through punishments, which originally [initio], as we have said, rested with
individuals [singuli], now after the organization of states and courts of law is in the
hands of the highest authorities, not, properly speaking, in so far as they rule over
others but in so far as they are themselves subject to no one. For subjection has taken
this right away from others.43
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With this general right to punish, which is modeled upon a class of Roman penal actions,
the actiones populares, open to any citizen in virtue of the public interest and not just to the
injured party,44 Grotius turned self-consciously against his Spanish predecessors, the late
scholastics of the school of Salamanca. While this had of course already been the case in De
iure praedae, in the context of the earlier work it had seemed opportune to Grotius to adduce the
Spaniards in favor of his own argument and to suppress any disagreement. In De iure belli ac
pacis, Grotius openly spoke out against the Salamancan stance:
The contrary view is held by Victoria, Vázquez, Azor, Molina, and others, who in
justification of war seem to demand that he who undertakes it should have suffered
injury either in his person or his state, or that he should have jurisdiction over him
who is attacked. For they claim that the power of punishing is the proper effect of
civil jurisdiction, while we hold that it also is derived from the law of nature […].
And in truth, if we accept the view of those from whom we differ, no enemy will
have the right to punish another, even after a war that has been undertaken for
another reason than that of inflicting punishment. Nevertheless, many persons admit
this right, which is confirmed also by the usage of all nations, […] not on the basis of
any civil jurisdiction, but of that law of nature which existed before states were
organized, and is even now enforced, in places where men live in family groups and
not in states.45
Grotius saw clearly that if a right to war for the purpose of punishment should be upheld,
and if just wars should not merely result out of self-defense, the enforcement of property or
of contractual rights, then a penal power under the law of nature had to be embraced.
Grotius was able to model his theory of a natural right to punish on Cicero’s definition of
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punishment in De inventione, and could fall back on the Roman law institution of a penal
action open to all, the actio popularis, for his stance that the natural right to punish is
originally inherent in everyone.

4. Conclusion
The revolutionary potential of Grotius’ doctrine was to become obvious in John Locke’s use of
the theory against the absolutist tenets of Robert Filmer. For Locke, as for Grotius, the natural
legal order, if it was to prevail in the international sphere, had to be backed up by the threat of
force, and required therefore a natural right to punish vested in every subject of the law of nature.
It was John Locke who enunciated the chief conceptual consequence of Grotius’ teachings in his
Second Treatise of Government:
And that all Men may be restrained from invading others Rights, and from doing hurt
to one another, and the Law of Nature be observed, which willeth the Peace and
Preservation of all Mankind, the Execution of the Law of Nature is in that State, put
into every Mans hands, whereby every one has a right to punish the transgressors of
that Law to such a Degree, as may hinder its Violation. For the Law of Nature
would, as all other Laws that concern Men in this World, be in vain, if there were no
body that in the State of Nature, had a Power to Execute that Law, and thereby
preserve the innocent and restrain offenders, and if any one in the State of Nature
may punish another, for any evil he has done, every one may do so.46
Grotius had developed his doctrine of a natural right to punish against the backdrop of the need
to show that the Dutch East India Company, even if acting on its own behalf as a private actor,
had the right to wage a war of punishment against the Portuguese fleet in Southeast Asia. John
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Locke carried the doctrine further and made it the basis of his theory of government by
predicating the right as well as the power to govern on the delegated natural right to punish, with
well-known anti-absolutist ramifications. It is fair to say that the notion of a natural right to
punish vested in each person provided a criterion to distinguish between more or less legitimate
forms of government, between absolute monarchy one the one hand and civil government on the
other, enabling Locke to declare that the state of nature is to be preferred compared to that of
absolute monarchy. In the latter, the subjects had to give up their natural right to punish without
at the same time enjoying the advantages of civil government, namely the enforcement of the law
of nature through magistrates. Locke’s civil society comes about by a delegation of the
individual right to punish to the commonwealth, and by the creation of an authority to appeal to
“upon any Injury received”, yet such an authority cannot exist under an absolute prince.47
Conceptually, Grotius’ natural right to punish can be analyzed in Hohfeldian terms both
as a privilege and a power.48 The bearer of Grotius’ right to punish is not under a duty to refrain
from exercising it, thus having the liberty to punish, and also having the power of altering
existing legal circumstances, i.e. he is not under a duty to refrain from altering the legal status of
the person which is to be punished. Furthermore, drawing on Jeremy Waldron’s useful
distinctions between general, special, absolute, and relative rights, it can be said that Grotius’
natural right to punish fits the description of a general right in personam.49 The right is general
in that it inheres in everyone qua human being ab initio, which means that there is no contingent
transaction required in order to become the bearer of the right, and it is in personam in that it is a
right not against everyone else, but only against the perpetrator of a violation of the law of
nature, i.e. the right corresponds to a duty incumbent just on a particular person, but owed by that
particular person to all the subjects of the law of nature.
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As to the role of the natural right to punish in Hugo Grotius’ overall theory of natural
justice, it appears that to the extent that this theory of justice is indebted to Aristotle’s account of
involuntary compensatory justice,50 it has a strong retributive and therewith deontological thrust.
This comes to bear in Grotius’ first and partly in his second justification of the right to
punish—punishment is good for the wrongdoer as well as for the victim, it “corrects” the unjust
deed and brings about compensatory justness, irrespective of matters of distributive justice. The
rationale is entirely in line with Grotius’ general reception of Aristotle’s theory of justice, which
does not concern itself with the distributive aspect of that theory whatsoever, but confines
itself—both in De iure praedae and in De iure belli ac pacis—to that part of Aristotle’s
particular justice which does not require any distributing authority, thereby implanting part of
Aristotle’s polis-justice into the state of nature, as it were. But Grotius’ right to punish is also a
secondary right of sorts, derivative of the primary rights of self-defense, property and exaction of
debt, and designed to prevent these rights from being invaded by being available to everyone, as
was the Roman actio popularis.51 In this regard, Grotius’ justification of punishment is
obviously of a consequentialist character.
This latter consequentialist element of prevention has a further important implication. By
backing up certain rights with the threat of force rather than others, these rights are being
distinguished and the norms protecting them are granted a privileged, peremptory character. In
Grotius’ case, that means that self-defense, property and the exaction of debt become firmly
entrenched rights that assume a non-derogable quality. In the realm of domestic political theory,
such a doctrine may lead to the limitation of government power and to the entrenchment of
certain privileged rights, a tendency that has made itself felt, on a conceptual level, already in
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Grotius’ own teachings on the right to resistance, and historically in the tradition of
constitutionalism commonly associated with John Locke and Montesquieu.
On the international plane, the conceptual consequences of a Grotian natural right to
punish go beyond the establishment of certain non-derogable rights and rules, of, in other words,
an international ius cogens. Given the general quality of Grotius’ right to punish, such a right
implies not only the nowadays highly contested notion of an international crime, but also the
recognition of certain obligations that a state has towards the international community as a
whole, i.e. obligations erga omnes. Taken together, these implications amount to a rather robust
doctrine of unilateral reprisals that can include the use of force, taken by any state against a state
that offends the above-mentioned entrenched non-derogable ius cogens rights, which potentially
could justify the use of force in what today is called a humanitarian intervention, since the
offense in question could consist in a violation of citizens’ rights by their own state.52
It is safe to say that contemporary international law and the United Nations Charter (with
its far-reaching prohibition on the use of force and its very narrowly construed permission of
force to self-defense)53 would assess Grotius’ natural right to punish unfavorably. However, the
legality of reprisals, taken by non-injured states against states which violate certain obligations
erga omnes is an issue of discussion in contemporary international law,54 and even the term
“international crime” has made a short appearance in 1996 in the Draft Articles on State
Responsability of the International Law Commission,55 betraying a noteworthy interest in some
sort of general right to punish which might be able to strengthen compliance with some basic
rules of conduct. Grotius’ conception of a natural right to punish might very well be worth
another look. ∗
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