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On the right to destroy one’s own life:
with regard to John Locke’s theory of slave

Kenichiro Imamura

I propose to discuss two questions arising from John Locke’s claim: “ a
man, not having the power of his own life, cannot, by compact, or his own
consent, enslave himself to any one, nor put himself under the absolute,
arbitrary power of another, to take away his life, when he pleases.” The claim
sounds strange when he offers another claim that a man, according to his
own will within the permission of the law under which he is, has the liberty
to dispose of his property, viz. his life, liberty, and estate. These two claims
could be united to suggest that our lives are so odd a private property that
we do not have the power to take it away although we are said to be the
owners of it and have the right to manage it. So the first question is: what
kind of property our lives could be?

Our not having the power to take away our own lives means that we are
not allowed to kill ourselves. Locke’s denial of suicide is the grounds for his
rejection of voluntary self-enslavement. The total alienation of your liberty to
someone is equal to the total abandonment of your life to someone’s control.
Such abandonment is, according to Locke, nothing other than suicide. It is,
however, sometimes difficult to provide a clear borderline between the total
alienation of your liberty and the partial alienation of it. Thinking about this
difficulty, there arises the second question: can only the total alienation of
your liberty, as opposed to the partial alienation of it, imply the loss of your
life? Could wage-labor never bring your life to destruction?

One of my aims in this article will be to make a reply to the first question
by applying the distinction between “discretionary” and “mandatory” rights
to the right to life. Another purpose will be to show that there could be
borderline cases between wage-labor and slavery, by virtue of which the
second question must be answered negatively.
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