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“Does Natural Law Exist?”
Grade Level: 7th Grade
United States History/Civics 
Time Required: Two Class Periods (45 minutes each) 

Lesson Summary:
This lesson focuses on Greek philosophy, specifically Aristotle’s notion of natural law. The lesson will examine natural laws and positive laws in various countries. The essential goal of this lesson will be for students to determine whether or not they believe natural law exists.
Objectives:

The students should be able to:
1. Compare/contrast the meaning of “natural law” with “positive law.” 
2. Students will be able to form and communicate opinions on whether or not natural law truly exists universally, as Aristotle believed it did. 

	
	BINARY PAIDEIA
	

	4th Century BCE Greece
	Time Period
	21st Century United States

	The Assembly
	Politeia/Regime
	Democratic Republic

	Free Greek-born men
	Politeuma/Ruling Class
	U.S. Citizens over 18

	Rule of Law
	Paideia/What makes a society what it is

	U.S. Constitution

	Political Leadership
	Virtue/ The highest moral excellence
	Legal Justice

	


Key Terms:
Federal 

a 

National 

Law
n
An official rule enforced by a governing body 
Local Ordinance
n

A law enforced through a town, city or county government 
Logic

n

Reasoning 

Natural Law

n

Universal laws that exists as part of human nature  

Philosopher

n

Someone who systematically studies knowledge, reason, logic, and values

Positive Law

n  

Law created by and enforced by an official government
Universal

a 

Applying to all of the people of the world
Historical Background for the Teachers:
In this lesson, students will learn the difference between positive law, and natural law. Positive law refers to law created by man in specific locations and time periods, particular to a certain culture. It is based on cultural norms and conventions. Positive law is not universal, because it applies only to the time/place in which it was created. 

Natural law, on the other hand, posits that not all law is situational, and that there is a higher law of nature. Natural law is not considered man-made, but instead derived from a higher sense of human nature or human justice.  Because natural law is based upon human nature, it is therefore universal. It should be followed whether or not it is written down as law. 

Aristotle is widely known as the “father of natural law” (though this reputation is debatable, and comes primarily from Thomas Aquinas’ interpretations of Aristotle’s works).  Aristotle (384 BCE – 322 BCE) was a highly influential Greek philosopher who tried to explore human nature through reason and rationality. He was a student of Plato, though he disagreed with much that Plato believed in.  Aristotle’s works suggest that he believed in a type of universal law, based on natural human rights that could supersede positive law. 

This lesson focuses on the question of whether or not natural law exists. Are there really universal laws, or are legal codes always based on specific times and locations? To answer this question, students will examine well known U.S. laws. Then, students will research laws from different countries around the world to determine if there are fundamental similarities, or fundamental differences. 

Anticipatory Set:
After the Do Now is complete, discuss which laws the students find important. Discuss what makes a law important, and how it affects their individual lives. 
Do Now Activity: 

“What do you believe are the 5 most important laws we have in the United States? List these laws in your notebooks, and explain why they are so crucial.” 
Procedures:
I. Day 1

a. Previous Night’s Homework

i. Biography of Aristotle & Check for Understanding 
b. Do Now

i. Allow students at least 5 minutes to complete the Do Now in their journals/binders/notebooks.

c. Anticipatory Set

i. Discussion of which laws students chose and why. Highlight laws that students had in common. 
d. Content
i. Explain to students that there are various ways to categorize laws. Explain that Aristotle was one of our greatest philosophers on law and that he classified laws to study them. 

ii. Before delving into the idea of natural law, review the binary paideia with students. 
iii. Introduce Aristotle’s idea of natural law, and the way that we can categorize law as natural or positive. While these are very abstract ideas, students seem to grasp the contrast between universal (natural law) and time/location specific (positive law).
e. Guided Practice

i. Have students complete the T-chart, which reviews the difference between positive and natural law. Go over the chart as a class. This should take about 5 minutes. 
f. Independent Practice

i. Split students into groups or instruct them to work individually. Have them consider various laws (sample laws may include “Do not drive over 24 mph in a residential area,” “Do not murder,” “Do not drink and drive” etc.).
ii. Discuss the answers as a class. 
g. Closure

i. For closure, ask students to come to the board and each write a definition of natural law in their own words. Once 5-10 students have done this, compare definitions, clear up misconceptions, and assess comprehension. 
ii. Explain the homework to students. 
1. Review the laws you listed in your notebooks for your Do Now. Do you think that Aristotle would classify any of these laws as “natural laws?” Explain why or why not for each one in your notebook. 
II. Day 2: 
a. Previous Night’s Homework

i. Review the laws you listed in your notebooks. Do you think that Aristotle would classify any of these laws as “natural laws?” Explain why or why not for each one in your notebook. 
b. Do Now

i. Ask students to come to the board and place the laws they reviewed for HW one of side of a T-chart. The two sides will read “Natural Law” and “Positive Law.” 
c. Anticipatory Set

i. Have students justify why they placed each law on a particular side. Discuss any confusion over answers.
d. Content

i. Have students turn to the assessment sheet (on the back of the “Natural Law Guide”). After reading the introduction to the assessment, explain the directions and the expectations. 
1. Giving examples of helpful articles may benefit students. For instance, explain that an article about human sacrifice may support the opinion that natural law does not exist because it contradicts a seemingly natural law; do not murder. However, an article about countries all over the world uniting under a common cause may support the idea of universal values. 
2. To further challenge students (or to place a greater emphasis on research skills) have students research current event articles on the Internet instead of providing students with pre-selected articles. 
e. Closure

i. Ask students to share their opinions on the assessment question. Students may also share the types of articles that supported their answers. Students may not have finished the assignment in class, and may need to take the assessment home to complete. 
Homework:
Homework to be completed for Day 1 is the Biography of Aristotle, which introduced students to Aristotle, and some of his basic ideas on the philosophy of nature. The Check for Understanding assesses the students comprehension of the reading. 
Homework to be completed for Day 2 is to have the students classify important laws as natural law or positive law. 

Homework to be completed after Day 2 is to complete the assessment “Does Natural Law Exist?” 

Assessment:
To assess learning, students will complete a current events activity called “Does Natural Law Exist?” In this activity, students will have to gather at least 3 different articles about current events in at least 3 different countries. Their compilations should support their opinion on whether or not “natural law” exists universally. Students can either compile articles that illustrate common values (supporting the idea of universal natural law), or students may compile articles which demonstrate varying and contrasting values (rejecting the idea of universal natural law). Written paragraphs will accompany the articles supporting the student’s position. 
Extension:
To extend the lesson towards a focus on globalization, have students explore how globalization has impacted common laws, or common values. Has globalization led to more similar laws, or has it highlighted the differences among various cultures? Have students research the development of law in three varied cultures. Students can look at when traffic laws developed due to the spread of technology, the creation or repealing of laws based on the advancement of civil rights, etc. 
Resources:
Map of Ancient Greece: Found at www2.cicerohistory.com
Biography of Aristotle: Found at www2.cicerohistory.com

Internet Articles (useful for assessment):

http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2010/01/14/world/main6097735.shtml

http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/28415693/

http://www.heraldsun.com.au/news/breaking-news/three-men-arrested-over-human-sacrifice/story-e6frf7jx-1225856109217

http://www.news24.com/xArchive/Archive/Man-to-die-for-ritual-murder-20020911

http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2010/may/27/horse-trader-cruelty-eight-months
Time for Kids Articles (useful for assessment):
Gilligan, John.  “Paris Goes Green.” Junior Scholastic. April 13, 2009. Vol. 111 No. 16. Pp 6-9.
Woodard, Colin. “Meltdown: Greenland.” Junior Scholastic. December 10, 2007. Vol 110, No. 9. Pp 10-13. 

Mortenson, Greg. “Inside Afghanistan.” Reprinted from Stones into Schools in Junior Scholastic. February 8,

2010. Vol. 112, No. 11. Pp 8-13. 
Price , Sean Stewart . “World Hunger.” Junior Scholastic. December 8, 2008. Vol. 111, No. 8. Pp 6-9.

Wishnia , Steven and Bryan Brown. “The Most Dangerous Place on Earth.” Junior Scholastic. May 10, 2010. 
Vol. 112, No. 16. Pp 4-5.
Bearak, Barry.
 “In the Shadows of a Stadium.”  Junior Scholastic. May 10, 2010. Vol. 112, No. 16. Pp 8-13.

Sontag, Deborah. “Hope Amid the Ruins.” Junior Scholastic. March 1, 2010. Vol. 112, No. 12. Pp 8-13. 
Nelson , Cassandra. “Crisis in the Middle East” Junior Scholastic. March 30, 2009. Vol. 111, No. 15. 8-12.
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