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		Abstract

		What happened to the doctrine of natural right in the nineteenth century?  We know that it flourished in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.  We know that something like it - the doctrine of human rights and new forms of social contract theory - flourished again in the second half of the twentieth century and continues to flourish in the twenty-first. In between there was a period of decline and hibernation - uneven, to be sure, and never complete - but a period in which to invoke natural right was always to invite intellectual ridicule and accusations of political irresponsibility. Thus article asks: How far can the decline of natural right in the nineteenth century be attributed to the reaction against the revolution in France? How far it was the effect of independent streams of thought, like positivism and historicism?  Why was radical thought so ambivalent about natural right throughout the nineteenth century, and why was socialist thought in particular inclined to turn its back on it?  As a framework for thought, natural right suffered a radical decline in the social and political sciences.  But things were not so clear in jurisprudence, and natural right lived on to a much riper old age in the writings of some prominent economists.  So we have to ask: What is it about this theory that allowed it to survive in these environments, when so much of the rest of intellectual endeavor in the nineteenth century was toxic or inhospitable to it.  Finally, I shall ask how far American thought represents an exception to all of this.  Why and to what extent did the doctrine survive as a way of thinking in the United States, long after it had lost its credibility elsewhere. 
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