
[1] 
 

Uppsala University 

Department of Government 

 

 

 

 

 

Self-ownership and the 

Foundations of Libertarianism 
Applying Kymlicka‟s Arguments on Geolibertarianism 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Martin Jacobson 

Bachelor Thesis  

Fall 2016 

Supervisor: Mats Lundström 

Word count: 13 097  



[2] 
 

1. Introduction     3 
Methodology     4 

2. Nozick     6 

Nozick‟s building blocks    7 

Nozick‟s argument     9 

3. Kymlicka     12 
Kymlicka‟s concept of libertarianism   12 

Kymlicka on libertarianism as self-ownership   12 

4. Libertarianism as a broader framework  17 
The non-aggression principle    17 

Libertarianism and ownership    19 

5. Analysis     23 
The self-determination argument – Is self-ownership a stable foundation? 24 

The arbitrariness argument – Do self-ownership warrant libertarianism? 27 

6. Summary and conclusions   31 

7. References     33 

  



[3] 
 

I. Introduction 

According to Will Kymlicka libertarianism is a political philosophy which defends free 

markets and free market outcomes on an unconditional and moral basis, since interference 

with the free market is seen as inherently wrong (Kymlicka 2002 102-3). Kymlicka also 

rejects libertarianism since he believes that it lacks stable foundations. One possible 

foundation for libertarianism is the principle of self-ownership. This reason fails, though, 

since a) the step from self-ownership to libertarianism relies on an arbitrary theory of initial 

appropriation of external resources, and since b) self-ownership should be dismissed in favor 

of self-determination, which warrants liberal egalitarianism rather than libertarianism (ibid. 

110-27). Kymlicka‟s understanding of libertarianism rests on the writings of the right-

libertarian philosopher Robert Nozick, but he does not seem to take left-libertarianism into 

much consideration. Despite this he gives the impression that his arguments refute 

libertarianism generally. In this text I will therefore evaluate whether Kymlicka‟s arguments 

are strong against the left-libertarian view geolibertarianism. 

I define libertarianism as the view that aggression is unjust, and that coercion therefore only 

may be used in defensive purposes. The non-aggression principle can be matched by several 

principles of initial ownership over external resources, yielding several different implications 

concerning distributive justice. These can broadly be categorized into right-libertarianism, 

which hold that the world is initially un-owned, and left-libertarianism which hold that the 

world is initially owned in some egalitarian manner. Geolibertarianism is the left-libertarian 

view that matches the non-aggression principle with the principle that external recourses 

should initially be divided on a per capita basis.  

I will argue that Kymlicka‟s arguments are not strong against geolibertarianism, and I will do 

so in four steps. A) First I will argue that self-ownership is not necessarily derived from self-

determination, and therefore shouldn‟t be dismissed in favor of it. B) Secondly I will argue 

that geolibertarianism does not infringe significantly on self-determination under reasonable 

economic circumstances. C) Thirdly I will argue that the geolibertarian theory of initial 

acquisition is not arbitrary. D) Fourthly and finally I will argue that geolibertarianism should 

be considered libertarian, even according to Kymlicka‟s understanding of the term. If I am 

correct I will have shown that libertarianism can in fact have a stable foundation in self-

ownership, and that Kymlicka‟s argument therefore is incorrect. 
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With this text I aspire to show that Kymlicka‟s arguments against libertarianism are not 

generally applicable, since they are weak against geolibertarianism. However, if Kymlicka‟s 

arguments are strong against some forms of libertarianism, but not against all versions of it, 

they can still be considered important arguments within libertarianism, rather than arguments 

against libertarianism. I therefore hope that this text will contribute both to the inter-

libertarian political theoretical discourse but also to the more specific intra-libertarian 

discourse.  

 

Methodology 

In this paper I will employ the method which Ludvig Beckman refers to as „ideational 

criticism‟ (Swedish: “idékritik”). Ideational criticism contains three different criteria by which 

one can evaluate an argument: By its validity, i.e. weather the conclusions logically follows 

from the premises, empirically, i.e. whether the factual assumptions within the argument are 

true, and plausibility, i.e. whether the normative assumptions made in the argument are 

acceptable or not (Beckman 2005, 56-80). The method could also be described as „internal 

criticism‟ (Swedish: “intern kritik”), according to Johan Tralaus methodology. Tralau 

distinguishes between positions in specific issues, and more general principles which justify 

the specific positions. If you accept position P due to principle Q I can criticize you 

externally, by stipulating another principle R which justifies position ¬P. However, such 

external criticism is erroneous since you could just as well criticize my position ¬P by 

referring to your principle Q. We are therefore unable to communicate with each other and 

conclude which position is preferable. Internal criticism instead entails showing that principle 

Q is inconsistent and therefore cannot be correct, or that principle Q doesn‟t warrant position 

P. Since this enables us to argue from a common ground it is preferable to external criticism 

(Tralau 2012 19-35). 

In my first argument I will argue that Kymlicka‟s principle, that “we should adopt the 

fundamental principle behind self-ownership”, does not generate his position; that “we should 

reject self-ownership in favor of self-determination”, since his empirical premise that 

“libertarians accept self-ownership due to a principle of self-determination” is incorrect. In 

my second argument I will show that the principle that “political philosophies which infringe 

on self-determination should be rejected” does not warrant the position “geolibertarianism 

should be rejected” since the empirical premise that “geolibertarianism infringes on self-
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determination” is incorrect. In my third argument I will claim that Kymlicka‟s principle that 

“political philosophies which rely on arbitrary principles should be rejected” doesn‟t warrant 

the position that “geolibertarianism should be rejected” since the normative premise that 

“geolibertarianism relies on an arbitrary principle of initial acquisition” is not plausible. My 

final argument it more conceptual than normative, as I want to defend the position that 

geolibertarianism should be considered a form of libertarianism. It is still internal though, as I 

want to justify this position with reference to Kymlicka‟s own concept of libertarianism. Note 

that I at no point reject Kymlicka‟s principles, but rather try to show that they don‟t warrant 

his positions. 

My first and third arguments are counterarguments against Kymlicka‟s explicit arguments. 

My second and fourth are arguments, however, are supposed to refute eventual 

counterarguments which lie implicit in Kymlicka‟s text, or which lie close at hand do his 

writings, and which could jeopardize my own argument. By discussing eventual 

counterarguments I wish to make Kymlicka‟s position as strong as possible, and thereby also 

make my own argument as relevant as possible. While my first argument defends self-

ownership generally, and therefore can be used to defend any libertarian view, the latter three 

arguments only concerns geolibertarianism. As my text is partly devoted to untangle 

conceptual issues I will not to give definitions beforehand in this introduction. Instead I will 

define important terms as they arise within the main body of the text. 

In this text I aim to evaluate the arguments made in Will Kymlicka‟s Contemporary Political 

Philosophy (2002). Consequentially this work will be the most central material for my paper. 

I will make a substantial demarcation, as I will focus on his discussion of self-ownership as a 

foundation for libertarianism. I do this, since libertarianism really only needs one foundation, 

and since I believe that this is how most libertarians motivate their philosophy. I also include 

a presentation of Robert Nozick‟s Anarchy, State and Utopia (1974), since Kymlicka‟s 

discussion of libertarianism is heavily reliant on this work. A good understanding of Nozick 

therefore enables us to enhance our understanding of Kymlicka. Nozick‟s argument also gives 

a good insight to the intra-libertarian debate. However, Nozick‟s work will only be briefly 

mentioned in my analysis. In this text I also present my interpretation of libertarianism. Since 

I want to emphasize the width of the libertarian tradition I will refer to several prominent 

libertarian works. The most influential works on my interpretation is Peter Vallentyne‟s 

introductory chapter to Left-Libertarianism and Its Critics (2000) and his with Bas van der 

Vossen co-written entry „Libertarianism‟ in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2014).  
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The paper will be divided into six parts, whereof this introduction is the first. In the second 

part I will introduce Nozick‟s take on libertarianism. In the third part I will present 

Kymlicka‟s concept of libertarianism as well as his arguments against it. In the fourth part I 

will introduce the reader to libertarianism as a broader framework, in order to give the reader 

a good insight into the philosophy of geolibertarianism. In the fifth part I will make my 

analysis and apply Kymlicka‟s arguments on geolibertarianism. In the final and sixth part I 

will summarize the paper and the conclusions of my analysis. Each part will in turn be divided 

into several smaller sections. 

 

II. Nozick 

In this part I will present Robert Nozick‟s take on libertarianism. More accurately, I will 

present the version of libertarianism which he defends in his work Anarchy State and Utopia 

(1974). The book is divided into three parts which correlates with the title. In the first part he 

faces the anarchist assumption that no state can be morally justified, and argues that a 

minimal state can be defended with libertarian principles. In the second part he argues that 

any state which exceeds the minimal state cannot be defended according to libertarianism. In 

the final and third part he argues that this constrained view of the state, which is presented in 

the previous parts, should not be seen as a threat to utopianism, but rather as enabling the 

possibility of several competing utopias.  

I will initiate my presentation of Anarchy, State and Utopia with what I take to be Nozick‟s 

two fundamental theoretical building blocks; a principle of natural rights and a principle of 

compensation. Thereafter I will present Nozick‟s argument against any state which is more 

extensive than a minarchy. I will not be discussing Nozick‟s argument against the anarchist 

claim that no state can ever be motivated, nor his famous critique of utilitarianism, nor his 

counterarguments against notable arguments in favor of a redistributing state. Neither will I 

recount his analysis of and arguments concerning utopianism. These discussions exceed the 

scope of this essay.  
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Theoretical building blocks 

According to my understanding of Anarchy, State and Utopia Nozick‟s reasoning rests on two 

legs: a principle of negative natural rights, and a principle of compensation. These are the two 

building blocks which Nozick uses to warrant a minimal state rather than anarchy (but also a 

minimal state rather than an extensive state). In this section I will introduce the reader to these 

two building blocks. 

In the very preface of Anarchy State and Utopia Nozick state that “Individuals have rights, 

and there are things no person or group may do to them (without violating their rights)” 

(Nozick 1974, ix). As the latter part of the statement reveals the rights that Nozick envision 

are rights to negative freedom (after Isiah Berlins (1958, 2) terminology), i.e. rights not to be 

treated in some way or not to be obliged to perform an action one has not agreed perform. 

These rights are perceived as morally given in a state of nature, and are thereby pre-political 

and pre-contractual. Since these rights are not seen as founded in any institution, they should 

rather be seen as founded in some moral fact concerning individuals qua individuals. 

Individuals have rights simply due to them being individuals.  

These rights are necessary to reflect the idea that individuals are separate from one another. 

Since we are separate entities no inter individual trade-offs can be motivated. Reducing my 

welfare in order to increase yours, in the same manner as I might reduce my current welfare in 

order to increase my future welfare, is not compatible with the idea of the two of us as 

separate individuals with moral integrity. These rights lead to side restrictions on what actions 

can be tolerated and which can‟t. According to Nozick, they lead to a moral side restriction 

which prohibits aggressions against others individuals (Nozick 1974, 32-4). 

Nozick illustrates this idea of side restrictions with a parallel to the right of ownership. He 

points out that ownership of a thing does not give one the right to do whatever one wishes to 

do with the thing. My ownership over a knife, for example, does not give me the right to put 

this knife into another person‟s chest. Rather, the ownership of a knife gives me the right to 

choose which of all acceptable (compatible with all side restrictions) options which the knife 

gives me should be realized. It is with this understanding of ownership we should understand 

the claim that we have a right to “self-ownership”. I have the right to choose which of all my 

acceptable options should be realized (ibid., 171-2). 
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The second building block in Nozick‟s project is his view of violations of these negative 

natural rights. Nozick asks whether one may never violate the rights of other people, or 

whether one may violate other person‟s rights as long as one pays full compensation to the 

person whose rights have been violated. G fully compensates
1
 X for Y:s action A if X is not 

worse of if Y performs A and X receives G, than X would be if Y doesn‟t perform A and X 

doesn‟t receive G. X being „better off‟ is understood in terms of X:s indifference curve (ibid., 

57-8). 

In order to solve this question Nozick inquire into two more specific questions: 1) Why forbid 

any action instead of allowing everything, as long as the victims of the action are 

compensated? And 2) Why not forbid all violations of natural rights unles the wronged part 

doesn‟t first give his or her explicit approval? (Why should we ever allow anyone to violate 

another person‟s rights at all?) (ibid., 59). 

Nozick answer the first question by referring to fear. Always knowing that another person 

may at any moment break my arm, as long as the person compensates me, will instill fear in 

me even though I knew that I would be compensated for the breaking of the arm. Even more 

intuitively, I might fear a visit to the dentist even though I know that I would, all things 

considered, prefer the visit that not going. A lot of third party actors will experience fear 

without ever being wronged, and therefore without ever being compensated. Other types of 

transgressions do not instill fear. I would, for example, not fear that anyone would steal my 

car next month if I knew that I would be fully compensated for the theft and for the 

inconvenience of not having a car. As the transgression would not instill fear no third party 

actors would experience fear without ever being compensated. These violations, which cause 

fear, even when compensated for, and hence bring harm to other parties than the victim of the 

violations, are therefore wrong according to Nozick (ibid., 65-71). 

This brings us to the second question; why not forbid all transgressive actions as long as the 

wronged part doesn‟t first give his or her explicit approval? Or formulated in another way; 

should explicit approval always be required for transgressions to be legitimate? Nozick argues 

that this view is problematic, since it isn‟t always possible or reasonable to negotiate an 

                                                           
1
 Nozick later problematizes the concept of full compensation, since it leads to an uneven divide of the ‘spoils’ 

of the violation. For example, my violation against you might move me beyond my original indifference curve, 
even after I pay full compensation, while you only get back to your original indifference curve after receiving 
the compensation. Therefore I get a surplus while you don’t get anything. Unfortunately we don’t have any 
satisfactory theory of an acceptable price. Possibly it would be more fair, albeit more difficult, to divide the 
spoil according to some market principle (Nozick 1974, 63-5). 
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approval before an action is performed. For example it might be impossible because we don‟t 

know who will be wronged by the action, even though we know that someone will be 

wronged by it. Or maybe the person who will be wronged can be identified, but cannot be 

contacted, or can only be contacted to extreme costs. By these examples, where premature 

consent will not be possible or practicable, Nozick argues that we should not adopt a principle 

that strictly forbids all violations (ibid., 71-3).  

Nozick moves on to the problem which involves risk. What if my action only potentially 

would constitute a violation against you? Should I then only be allowed to perform these 

actions if I prematurely can show you that I have coverage for the violation in the event that 

my action would constitute a violation? This seems too harsh, and would prohibit a lot of 

actions which we take for granted. For example it seems wrong that I should be prohibited 

from driving, just because I can‟t repair you‟re car in the case that we collide. However, in 

some cases we find it reasonable to forbid someone from doing potentially dangerous actions. 

We could, for example, prohibit a blind man from driving. If we chose to introduce such a 

violating prohibition we would however, according to Nozick, be obliged to compensate all 

those who are disadvantaged by our prohibition (ibid., 73-8).  

Nozick therefore concludes that one may sometimes perform violations against others, as long 

as one pays fair compensation. For example one can make a violation and prohibit risk-full 

activities, but that one in these cases also must compensate those who are disadvantaged by 

ones prohibition. The dichotomy “either one has the right to forbid something, and therefore 

doesn‟t need to pay compensation, or one cannot forbid any action, regardless whether one 

pays any compensation” is dismissed by Nozick. He claims that it can be the case that one can 

legitimately forbid others to perform certain actions, provided that one pays the sufficient 

compensation (ibid., 83). Unfortunately he does not formulate a perfectly clear principle for 

when violation with due compensation are allowed and when they aren‟t. Instead he is 

satisfied with stating that his reasoning has been clear enough to be used as a building block 

for his larger argument in favor of a minimal state (ibid., 87).  

 

Nozick’s argument 

“The minimal state is the most extensive state that can be justified. Any state more extensive 

violates people‟s rights.” (ibid., 149). The second part of Anarchy State and Utopia is devoted 
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to proving this statement. The most common arguments in favor of a more extensive state are 

arguments concerning “distributive justice”. Nozick dismisses theories that propose that some 

specific outcome is inherently just. Rather, he argues, the justness of the distribution depends 

on whether the process which caused the distribution is just or not. The just distributive 

process which he proposes is the Entitlement theory (ibid., 150-1). I will start this section by 

describing why Nozick find specific-outcome-distributions unstable and unjust. Thereafter I 

will present the Entitlement theory. 

According to Nozick we cannot distribute our recourses according to some specific pattern 

and expect the distribution to remain in accordance with this pattern, if we the same time 

allow people to act freely with their shares. He exemplifies this with his Wilt Chamberlain-

argument. Nozick challenges any proponent of a fixed pattern distribution to distribute all 

resources according to the distribution of his choice. Let‟s assume that the famous basketball 

player Wilt Chamberlain is a crowd magnet. He therefore enters a contract with his basketball 

team according to which he will receive 25 cents for every sold ticket to any of his games 

throughout the season. Due to his popularity and his entertainment value people freely choose 

to use part of their share of the distribution to pay for a ticket to one of the games. Throughout 

the season a million tickets are sold, and Wilt Chamberlain receives $250,000, and thus the 

patterned distribution is disturbed. We have thereby built a chain of events from the pattern 

distribution to an uneven distribution only by allowing people to enter free agreements. If 

distribution D1 is just, as we must agree since we picked it ourselves, and we can move on 

from D1 to distribution D2 without taking any unjust steps, then distribution D2 must also be 

just. The only way for the defender of pattern distributions to maintain his or her pattern is to 

revoke people‟s freedom to use their resources the way that they seem fit (ibid., 160-4). 

If one can only maintain a patterned distribution by perpetually interfering with peoples 

everyday lives, and cannot allow them to use their “fair share” of resources as they 

themselves choose, patterned distributions doesn‟t seem very attractive. Instead of distributing 

according to some pre-chosen centrally planned pattern we should distribute resources in 

accordance with historical entitlements. This is the idea behind his entitlement theory.  

The entitlement theory rests on three legs: 

1. Rightful acquisition: A person who acquires a holding over an object according to the 

principle of rightful acquisition has a right to that holding. 
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2. Rightful transferring: A person who acquires a holding over an object according to the 

principle of rightful transferring, from another person who had the right to the holding, 

has a right to the holding. 

3. Rectification of injustice: If a person were to obtain a holding with any other means 

than (1) or (2) the holding is to be retransferred to its rightful owner (ibid., 150-3). 

According to the entitlement theory the legitimacy of a distribution does not depend on the 

internal structure of the distribution, but rather on the historical chain of events which 

produced the distribution. It is obvious that we in order to get a complete and applicable 

theory also must fill in the gaps and sort out what the principle of rightful acquisition and the 

principle of rightful transferring entail. The principle of rightful transferring and rectification 

of justice seems rather straight forward. If both parties of a transfer agree and give their 

consent to the transfer it is legitimate. Trades and gifts are therefore allowed while theft is not. 

However, this only accounts for objects which are owned, or “within the system”. It does not 

account for objects which are un-owned or “get into the system”. To understand these we 

must inquire into the principle of rightful acquisition.  

Nozick uses John Locke‟s analysis of rightful acquisition as a starting point of his own 

analysis of rightful acquisition. According to John Locke one can get legitimate ownership 

over a previously un owned object by a) mixing his labor, i.e. his own self ownership, with 

the object b) as long as he also fulfills the proviso that there is “enough, and as good, left in 

common for others” (Locke 1690, 2.27). Nozick is critical of the first criteria. Exactly how 

must I mix my labor with an object? Does it mean that I have to increase its entropy? Why 

does the mixing of the owned and un-owned cause full ownership of the product rather than 

no ownership or partial ownership? Would I own the entire ocean if I owned a jar of tomato 

soup and poured it into the ocean? Further, it is not clear why it is necessary to mix one‟s 

labor with an object to get ownership over it, as long as one fulfills the second criteria 

(Nozick 1974, 174-8).  

Nozick therefore rejects the first criteria and instead focuses on how to interpret the second 

criteria. At this point Nozick once again applies his principle of compensation. Anyone may 

appropriate un-owned recourses as long as those who are left worse off by the appropriation 

are duly compensated. In other words, no-one should be left in a state which is worse than the 

situation they were in before the acquisition. This leads to the trouble of calculating how well 

off people would be in a state where all objects remained un-owned. Nozick notes, however, 
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that the creation of private property has led to an enormous increase in productivity. Since 

people are better off in our current situation, which is dominated by private property, than 

they would have been in a situation without any private property, no one has a legitimate 

claim to compensation (ibid., 177-82). This concludes my resume of Robert Nozick‟s take on 

libertarianism. I will now move on to Will Kymlickas critique of it. 

 

III. Kymlicka 

This far in my paper I have presented my interpretation of Nozick‟s libertarianism, and I will 

now turn to Kymlicka‟s critique against it. In order to make my presentation of Kymlicka‟s 

argument somewhat more understandable I will start by discussing Kymlicka‟s philosophical 

project. Thereafter I will present Kymlicka‟s concept of libertarianism. In the final section I 

will present Kymlicka‟s arguments against libertarianism. 

Will Kymlicka argues that there is a common yardstick against which all reasonable political 

philosophies can be measured and evaluated. Kymlicka argues that this yardstick is to what 

extent the philosophical ideology treats persons as equals (Kymlicka 2002, 1-5). With this 

method Kymlicka evaluates several competing contemporary political ideologies and 

concludes that Liberal Egalitarianism satisfies his criteria best. According to liberal 

egalitarianism the central objective of justice is to reduce moral arbitrariness, by negating the 

effects of moral luck. This is done by redistributing resources, in order to divide the blessings 

and curses of fortune evenly among people, without revoking those resources which people 

have earned, and therefore aren‟t morally arbitrary. A just liberal egalitarian distribution or 

redistribution must in other words be “ambition sensitive” without being “fortune sensitive” 

(ibid., 57-60).  

 

Kymlicka’s concept of libertarianism 

According to Kymlicka libertarianism is one of several right wing ideologies which means 

that it defend the free market and whatever outcome the free market produces. Unlike other 

right-wing ideologies the libertarian defense of markets and market outcomes are not 

conditional, but rather arises because they see intervention in free transactions as inherently 

wrong or immoral. This distinguishes them from for example Friedrich Hayek, who defends 
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free markets on consequentialist or pragmatic grounds (ibid., 102-3). I will call this 

Kymlicka’s concept (of libertarianism). 

According to Kymlicka libertarians manage to make the connection between justice and 

markets or market outcomes through Nozick‟s entitlement theory. The entitlement theory 

consists of three principles: (1) The principle of rightful acquisition, (2) the principle of 

rightful transfer and (3) the principle of rectification of injustice (for more on the entitlement 

theory see part II). Since this doesn‟t leave any room for economical redistribution (except for 

rectification of injustice) the entitlement theory is incompatible with any non-voluntary 

redistributive regime, such as the modern democratic welfare state (ibid., 103-5). 

Kymlicka‟s critique of libertarianism originates from Thomas Nagel, who criticized Nozick‟s 

libertarianism for lacking any stable foundations. According to Nagel Nozick merely 

stipulates his natural rights, but never give any convincing reason for accepting them. Since 

Nozick doesn‟t give any convincing reason for accepting these natural rights he doesn‟t give 

us any reason for accepting his libertarian and anti-egalitarian conclusions (Nagel 1981 192-

203). Unlike Nagel though, Kymlicka recognizes four possible reasons for accepting the 

libertarian view. However, according to Kymlicka these four reasons are all in different ways 

flawed.  

The first possible reason for accepting the libertarian conclusions is the intuitive Wilt 

Chamberlain-argument. This argument, however, is weak since it assumes what is to be 

proved, namely full property rights (Kymlicka 2002, 105-7). The second possible reason is a 

principle of „self-ownership‟. This reason is also faulty, since it relies on Nozick‟s arbitrary 

principle of rightful acquisition, and since self-ownership should be rejected in favor of self-

determination (ibid., 107-28). The third possible reason is that libertarianism is the best 

expression of a norm of mutual benefit. Kymlicka, however, argues that the empirical 

assumption that libertarianism actually expresses mutual benefit is incorrect, and that the 

argument therefore is flawed (ibid., 128-38). The fourth and final possible reason which 

Kymlicka discusses is that libertarianism maximizes freedom. However, such a view can‟t 

rely on any moral conception of freedom, since such a conception would need an independent 

moral theory about freedom. The most intuitive form of non-moral freedom is maximization 

of opportunities, such as the ability to ignore traffic lights, but these freedoms doesn‟t seem 

desirable, and aren‟t maximized by libertarianism (ibid., 138-153). Kymlicka thereby 
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concludes that none of these possible reasons for accepting libertarianism actually supports 

libertarianism, and that libertarianism consequentially lacks stable foundations. 

Since libertarianism only needs one stable foundation I will in this text focus on one of these 

possible reasons. I will focus on the second possible foundation, that self-ownership warrants 

libertarianism, since I believe that this stance is closest to how most libertarians (including 

Nozick) view their own philosophy. In my analysis I will argue that Kymlicka‟s argument 

concerning self-ownership is mistaken and misaimed. In the next section I will introduce 

Kymlicka‟s discussion concerning this argument in more detail.  

 

Kymlicka on libertarianism as self-ownership 

According to Kymlicka‟s reading of Nozick, non-voluntary redistribution is not acceptable 

since it necessarily infringes on people‟s property rights, and thereby by extension on their 

right to self-ownership. How does self-ownership lead to property rights? If we own 

ourselves, and therefore also our abilities, one could argue that we also own what we gain on 

a market where we trade with our abilities. This argument, however, is too hasty. On the 

market we trade more than our abilities. We also trade external goods, and external goods 

aren‟t part of our self-ownership. Whether one gets full property rights over an external good 

through a market transaction depends on whether the previous owner held full property rights 

over the good. Originally no resources were privately owned, and we therefore get into the 

question of rightful acquisition of un-owned resources (ibid., 110-1). 

According to Nozick‟s compensatory principle of initial acquisition one may get full property 

rights over a previously un-owned resource as long as others are compensated for, i.e. not left 

worse of trough, one‟s acquisition. Kymlicka illustrates this with the example of Amy and 

Ben. Amy and Ben both live of an un-owned lot of land. One day, however, Amy decides to 

acquire the land privately, leaving too little left for Ben to survive on. However, as 

compensation, Amy offers Ben employment to work on her now privately owned land, with a 

wage that is higher than what he would have earned when the land was un-owned. Ben, 

therefore, is not left worse off than he was before, and the acquisition is therefore just 

according to Nozick‟s proviso. Since Amy‟s ownership of the land also entails full right to 

transfer it on a market we will achieve a market containing full property rights over external 
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goods. Soon all of the world‟s un-owned resources will be acquired into full private 

ownership, leaving no room for central redistribution of the resources (ibid., 114-6). 

Kymlicka objects to Nozick‟s proviso on three points; first that Ben‟s rightful compensation 

should be understood in terms of material welfare; secondly that Ben‟s situation before Amy‟s 

acquisition should serve as yardstick for his compensation; and thirdly that the external 

resources should be considered un-owned before Amy´s acquisition.  

Let‟s begin with the first objection. Is Ben‟s situation better or worse after Amy‟s acquisition? 

In material terms his situation has improved, since he is now receiving a higher wage than 

previously. But in other aspects Ben‟s situation seems to have deteriorated. He has been 

deprived of two important liberties. First, he no longer has any power over the land which he 

used to live from. Secondly he no longer has any power over how he should use his labor. 

Instead he has to accept Amy‟s terms of employment, or he will starve. Is Ben‟s independence 

really irrelevant to whether his situation has deteriorated or improved? If we take these factors 

into account it seems like Ben‟s situation is really worse after the acquisition, even though it 

satisfies Nozick‟s proviso (ibid., 116-7). 

Even if we agreed upon how to measure Ben‟s welfare, and that his welfare shouldn‟t 

deteriorate due to Amy‟s acquisition, we still have to establish compared to when Ben‟s 

welfare shouldn‟t deteriorate. Nozick seems to assume that it is compared to Ben‟s situation 

before Amy‟s acquisition. However, if Ben would have been the first one to acquire the land 

his welfare would have been higher both compared to when no-one acquired the land and 

compared to when Amy acquired the land. Why don‟t use this hypothetical situation as a 

yardstick? What if Amy and Ben would have acquired the land together making the lot 

commonly owned? And why not divide the lot on a per capita basis? Nozick doesn‟t consider 

all the relevant points of measurement, and instead assumes a “first come, first serve” 

principle which seem morally arbitrary (ibid., 117-20). 

Kymlicka‟s third objection is against Nozick‟s assumption that the world is originally un-

owned, and therefore possible to privatize unilaterally. One could just as well argue that it 

rather should be considered collectively owned. If external resources are originally 

collectively owned there are several possible procedures to manage it. What if everyone had a 

veto concerning how to use any given resource? It is possible that those who are 

disadvantaged would use their veto to negotiate a principle of redistribution. Another option is 

that the world should be equally divided among its population. All of these perceptions of the 
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original ownership status of external resources are compatible with self-ownership, and if 

Nozick therefore have to give us an independent reason for assuming that the world is 

originally un-owned (ibid., 120-1). 

Due to these three reasons Kymlicka dismisses Nozick‟s theory of rightful acquisition. Since 

his theory of rightful acquisition is flawed, full property rights does not necessarily follow 

from full self-ownership. Since self-ownership doesn‟t necessarily warrant full property rights 

it also doesn‟t necessarily warrant the position that intervention in the market is inherently 

wrong, but is actually fully compatible with several different principles of initial acquisition, 

yielding very different distributive policies (ibid.,127).  

Which one of these should Nozick accept? Kymlicka suggests a difference between formal 

self-ownership and substantial self-determination. Ben was formally free and formally self-

owning, but due to his poverty and dire circumstances he still had the same limited self-

determination as a formally limited slave. We care about our formal freedoms because we 

care about our substantial freedoms, not the other way around, and if we want to make people 

equal we should make them substantially equal, not only formally so. Kymlicka therefore 

suggests that Nozick should adopt a principle of acquisition which warrants a distributive 

regime which maximizes substantial self-determination. Meaningful self-determination 

requires both formal rights but also recourses. Taxes are an infringement on self-

determination, but only a minor so, while poverty constitutes a major threat to self-

determination. Therefore liberal egalitarianism is better at accommodating self-determination 

in a fair and equal manner than libertarianism is. Consequentially, self-ownership constitutes 

an argument in favor of liberal egalitarianism rather than libertarianism (ibid., 121-5)! 

However, in the end Kymlicka rejects this position as well. If self-determination is more 

fundamental than self-ownership, then why accept a view which maximizes self-

determination without infringing on self-ownership, when one could instead simply adopt a 

view which simply maximizes self-determination? Self-ownership should therefore be 

abandoned as an ideal of justice in favor of self-determination, which as stated above would 

best be realized though a liberal egalitarian distributive regime (ibid., 125-7).  
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IV. Libertarianism as a broader framework 

In this part I will present my view of how libertarianism should be understood. In the first 

section I will outline and discuss what I consider to be the fundamental principle of 

libertarianism; the non-aggression principle. In the second section I will discuss the 

implications of the non-aggression principle on matters of ownership of external resources.
2
 

 

The non-aggression principle 

According to Nozick‟s understanding natural, negative rights constitute the central tenet of 

libertarianism. In Kymlicka‟s presentation the foundation was instead understood as a 

principle of self-ownership. I will now confuse the reader further by suggesting a third central 

tenet of libertarianism; namely the non-aggression principle: 

The non-aggression principle: The use of coercion against another person is just 

if (and only if, and because) it is used for a defensive purpose.  

As I see it the principle of self-ownership and Nozick‟s natural rights both logically imply the 

non-aggression principle. This is due to the fact that all, and only, coercive aggressions should 

be considered violation against the other persons self-ownership or their negative natural 

rights. Due to this, both the principle of self-ownership and the principle of negative natural 

rights are sufficient for libertarianism.
3
 However, neither of them is necessary for 

libertarianism. For example one could accept Nozick‟s negative natural rights, and therefore 

also the non-aggression principle, without accepting the principle of self-ownership, and vice 

versa. As a consequence of this all three principles converge, meaning that they ceteris 

paribus will yield the same verdict in the same cases. In other words, if we accept one of the 

principles we will commit ourselves to act as if we accepted the other principles.  

                                                           
2
 This concept of libertarianism is influenced by the entry ‘Libertarianism’ in the Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy, co-written by Peter Vallentyne and Bas van der Vossen (2014), and Vallentyne’s introductory 
chapter to Left libertarianism and its critics (2000, 1-20). The main difference between their concept of 
libertarianism and mine is that they claim that self-ownership, rather than non-aggression, constitute the basis 
of libertarianism. However, since self-ownership implies non-aggression the differences between our concepts 
are otherwise very limited. My inspiration for defining libertarianism in terms of the non-aggression principle 
comes from Murray Rothbard (1978, 215). 
3
 It is therefore almost trivially true that self-ownership is a foundation for libertarianism according to this 

conception of the term. However, in this paper I want to show that self-ownership may also support 
libertarianism according to Kymlicka’s concept of the term. 
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But if they all converge, then why present a new interpretation of libertarianism? I believe 

that the non-aggression principle brings both more stability and more clarity than either the 

principle of self-ownership or the theory of natural rights does. Neither the principle of self-

ownership nor the theory of negative natural rights is by any means self-explanatory. Often 

the phrases lead to more questions than they answer. This can lead to the misconception that 

they don‟t have any significant implications at all. Another consequence is that categorical 

adherence to the principles appear „fetishistic‟. By comparison, a principle of non-aggression 

seems significantly much more intuitive, and brings significantly much more clarity. Further, 

a categorical aversion against aggression does not appear fetishistic.  

I will now briefly discuss some observations and implications of understanding libertarianism 

in terms of the non-aggression principle. Firstly, I have not presented any specific reason for 

accepting the principle. I believe that the principle of non-aggression is attractive since it 

strongly expresses the idea that justice is historical, as well as the idea that people are not 

interchangeable objects, and that one person therefore may never be traded off or used for 

another (Vallentyne and van der Bossen, 2014).  However, the non-aggression principle can 

be justified with several competing ethical arguments. A Kantian libertarian could argue that 

aggression is a violation of the categorical imperative to treat persons as goals in themselves 

rather than just means to an end (Nozick 1974, 32-4. Compare with Kant 2002, 46-47 Ak 

4:429). A rule utilitarian could argue that the non-aggression principle is part of an optimal 

utilitarian rule codex. (Compare with John Stuart Mill‟s “harm principle” 1859, 21-2) Others 

would refer to the intuitive appeal of the principle, and use it as an axiom in itself rather than 

a principle to be justified with external principles (Rothbard 1978, 215).  

Secondly, it seems that the closest philosophical relative of libertarianism is not necessary 

pro-business capitalism (which though might be defended by libertarian arguments) but rather 

pacifism, which only differs from libertarianism by also prohibiting the use of coercion in 

defensive purposes. Libertarians disagree whether the non-aggression principle is compatible 

with a state, i.e. a monopoly of coercion, or whether it warrants anarchy. However, the only 

state libertarians can accept is one which exists to uphold the non-aggression principle. All 

state action which cannot be deemed defensive will pass for aggression, and is therefore 

unjust (Vallentyne and van der Bossen 2014).  

Thirdly, libertarians differ on whether the non-aggression principle exhausts morality, or if it 

is simply part of a larger ethical system with a multitude of goal, goods and duties. For 
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example libertarians could differ on whether I have a moral obligation to visit my sick 

grandmother at the hospital, or to donate money to charity. However, they would all agree 

that it would be wrong to enforce such a duty with the use of coercion (Vallentyne 2000, 4-5). 

Since it doesn‟t necessary exhaust morality it is compatible with several other moral 

philosophies, such as communitarianism, socialism, feminism or egalitarianism, as long as 

these are not enforced with coercion.  

Fourthly the non-aggression principle leaves a lot of questions open. For example one could 

ask what „coercion‟ entails. Does it include Foucaultian and feminist theories of power and 

coercion? And how should we handle the vagueness of coercion? We might agree that 

shooting a full laser beam into another person‟s eye is an aggression, while shooting one 

single light particle is not. This enables us to make a sororities argument, resulting in a 

situation where we can never draw a clear line between an aggression and a non-aggression 

(Friedman 1989, 86). And how do we define a „person‟? Does this include individuals which 

we do not think about as moral agents; such as non-human animals and very young or 

severely mentally disabled humans? If not, how should these bee treated according to 

libertarian justice (Vallentyne 2000, 12-3)? And when is an action defensive and when is it 

aggressive? May I, for example, shoot against a robber who is hiding behind a human shield? 

My action could then be seen as defensive with regard to the robber, but aggressive with 

regard to the human shield (Nozick 1974, 34-5). These questions, however interesting, exceed 

the scope for this essay, and I will not try to solve them here. In this paper I will instead 

simply rely on an everyday notion of these above mentioned concepts. 

 

Libertarianism and ownership 

The non-aggression principle claims that I have a right to defend my own person, but this 

right also includes the right to defend my own property. If Herostratus tries to burn down my 

house I am morally permitted to use coercion in trying to stop him. But what if I first stole the 

house from Herostratus? If this is the case he, who still has the legitimate claim to the house, 

have the full right to burn it down, while I would be an aggressor when trying to stop him. 

Who is the aggressive part and who‟s the defending part therefore depends on who has the 

legitimate claim to the object. This makes the problem of legitimate ownership an acute issue 

for the libertarian theory of justice. 
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However, the non-aggression principle in itself doesn‟t say anything about who has the 

legitimate claim to external resources. It indicates that one has the right to defend ones 

legitimate property, but on its own, it doesn‟t give any indication of what one‟s legitimate 

property is. This might be even more intuitive with the self-ownership-formulation of 

libertarianism, which claims that we own ourselves, including our extension into the physical 

realm (i.e. our bodies) but doesn‟t say anything about who has a legitimate claim to external 

resources. In terms of the entitlement theory the non-aggression principle accounts for a 

principle of rightful transferring (all non-aggressive transfers) as well as a principle of 

rectification of injustice (correct all aggressive transfers), but says nothing about the rightful 

acquisition of external resources. Therefore, in order to make a full account of libertarianism, 

one has to complement the non-aggression principle with a theory of legitimate ownership of 

external resources.  

I will try to illustrate this problem with the common metaphor of “how we should divide the 

cake”. Let‟s assume that we are participating in at a tea-party and are offered a cake. How 

should we, according to libertarianism, divide the cake? The intuitive libertarian answer 

would be that it is not ours to divide. Rather, it is up to the baker himself how he wants to 

distribute the cake, provided that he legitimately acquired the ingredients to make it. Whether 

or not this was the case is conditioned on whether the shop clerk who sold him the ingredients 

had the legitimate right to the ingredients. If not, the purchase would have been fencing of 

someone else‟s legitimate property and thereby a violation of the non-aggression principle. 

The shop clerk got the ingredients from the farmer who made the ingredients by combining 

his labor and the soil. Here we can conclude that the farmer reasonably have a legitimate 

claim to his own labor. But does he have a legitimate claim to the soil? The soil does not 

come from his labor, since it doesn‟t come from anyone‟s labor, and the farmer can‟t have 

bought the soil from someone who had a legitimate claim to it since he didn‟t buy it at all. It 

simply existed there long before any possible owner of it did. This example illustrates that the 

question of a legitimate distribution of external resources, according to libertarianism, 

fundamentally rests on how one legitimately can appropriate external, uncreated, resources. In 

order to get a fully applicable libertarian theory we therefore also need a theory of legitimate 

original acquisition of external resources.  

Let‟s get back to the question of how we should divide the cake, but let us assume that the 

cake wasn‟t baked by anyone. It simply just appeared, like manna from the sky. No one have 

a stronger historical claim to it than anyone else. How should we divide it? Several possible 
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principles can be employed to answer this question. One way to organize the answers is by 

„right-wing libertarians‟ who believe that the cake is originally un-owned, and „left-wing 

libertarians‟ who believe that the cake is originally owned in some egalitarian manner 

(Vallentyne and van der Vossen 2014). I will now briefly discuss some of these solutions, 

starting with a few left-wing libertarian solutions. 

The consensus principle: First, one could argue that since one person‟s private ownership 

implies the exclusion of all other person‟s ownership we need the explicit consent of every 

single person in order to turn this cake or a part of it into private property. I.e. everyone 

should have a veto on the question of how to divide the cake. This, however, implies that one 

single person can deny the majority anything. It is also unclear what to do when no consensus 

is reached. If this means that we should keep the status quo then our theory gives an unfair 

advantage to the status quo. And why should one person be allowed to deny everyone else the 

cake by vetoing a distribution, when it is not allowed for one person to deny everyone else the 

cake by having some for himself? Consensus seems to be sufficient condition for a legitimate 

division, but not a necessary condition. This principle therefore seems unstable.  

The democratic principle: Why not use a simple majoritarian division of the cake? No one has 

a stronger claim than anyone else. Maybe we should all be considered equal shareholders in 

the cake? If this is the case the best procedure to privatize the cake is to simply put it to a 

vote. If we are all equal share holders in the cake then any division which is agreed upon by 

the majority will be legitimate (Something similar to this view is defended by James 

Grunebaum (1987, 52)). This, however, leads to a situation where the majority can decide to 

deny the minority any cake. But this doesn‟t seem to be a fair division, regardless of whether 

it is supported by the majority (Vallentyne and van der Vossen 2014). It seems I should have 

a right to my „fair share‟ of the cake, regardless of what the majority says. This brings us to 

the Georgeian principle.   

The Georgian principle: No one has a stronger claim to the cake than anyone else. Therefore, 

the easiest, and most just, solution would be to simply divide the cake on a per capita basis. 

Can anyone claim that they have been wronged if I ignore the votes of the veto and the 

majority and simply cut out my per capita share of the cake? Georgian libertarians (henceforth 

geolibertarians) hold that they cannot. According to geolibertarians, anyone who wants more 

than his or her per capita share of the cake will have to buy this from the fair shares others. 

Anyone who doesn‟t like the cake, or maybe doesn‟t need the entire cake to get full, has the 
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full freedom the sell or donate the rest of their piece of cake to someone else. If someone take 

more than their fair share without paying this is to be equated with theft, since they are 

actively denying the others their fair share of the cake. Since theft is a violation of the non-

aggression principle the other would have the full right to fine the offender (Vallentyne and 

van der Vossen 2014). (Notable proponents of this position are Henry George (1920, VI.2), 

and Hillel Steiner (1994, 100-4). This is also the position which I will defend in my analysis.) 

The need-adjusting principle: Needs-adjusting libertarians object to the geolibertarian 

principle on the point that we ourselves, our bodies and our needs, are not identical. Therefore 

it would be a mistake to treat our claims as equal. Let‟s for example assume that Tolstoy has a 

very efficient digestion compared to Gandhi. If this is the case Tolstoy will get a lot more 

nutrition than Gandhi from the same piece of cake. Is it then fair to give them the same size 

pieces? Need adjusting-libertarians claim that Gandhi should have a larger piece that Tolstoy 

in order to satisfy his greater needs. Needs adjusting-libertarians agree that the cake should be 

divided in a way that makes the participants at the tea party equal, but they do not always 

agree on in what respect people should be made equal. Some argue that what is fundamentally 

important for a fair division is capabilities, as in the example presented above. Others would 

argue that utility is of utmost importance to people, and therefore more important to be 

equally distributed. Another question is whether it is the opportunities for welfare, or „welfare 

straight‟, which should be distributed equally (Vallentyne and van der Vossen 2014). (Notable 

proponents of different needs adjusting-libertarian views are Michael Otsuka (1998, 158-65) 

and Phillipe van Parijs (1995, 123))  

Note that these left-libertarian principles, doesn‟t necessarily generate full property rights. The 

property rights mandated by these principles might even be conditioned in a way which 

makes perpetual redistribution of external resources permissible. The consensus-, democratic- 

or the needs adjusting-principles might even allow for a need-based welfare state. I will now 

turn to a few right-wing libertarian concepts of fair ownership. 

The claim principle: The simplest form of right wing libertarianism would be one according 

to which the first one to claim the cake gets it. It is this kind of thinking which we most often 

use in our everyday life (A notable proponent of this view is Murray Rothbard (1978, 221-7)). 

When two people spot a dollar bill on the street the argument that “I saw it first” is often 

given considerable weight. However, as a principle for just acquisition of the world it doesn‟t 
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seem satisfying. Calling „dibs‟ might be practical; in order to solve every day divisions, but it 

doesn‟t seem to have any ethical significance (Vallentyne and van der Vossen 2014). 

The mixing of labor principle: One solution to the problem of the „un-owned external‟ is to 

begin with the „owned internal‟. According to this principle I acquire the right to some 

external, un-owned object by mixing it with what I actually do own, namely with my self-

ownership. This mixing could for the example be the farming of the land or he modeling of 

clay. Since my labor belongs to me, and the product of my labor partly consists of my labor, 

the product of my labor belongs to me as well. (One proponent of this view is John Locke 

(1690, 2.27), who combined it with the proviso that there is “enough, and as good, left in 

common for others.” For a further discussion of this view see part II).  

The compensation principle: Finally, one could argue that acquisition of un-owned resources 

is legitimate as long as those whose situation is worsened by the acquisition are duly 

compensated for their loss. (This view is held by Robert Nozick (1974, 177-82) whose 

libertarian views are presented in part II) 

This concludes my presentation of libertarianism. I will now move on to my analysis and 

discuss how this can enlighten our understanding of Nozick and Kymlicka. 

 

V. Analysis  

I will now evaluate whether Kymlicka‟s arguments, presented in part III, are strong against 

geolibertarianism, presented in part IV. This analysis will be divided into two sections. In the 

first section I will discuss Kymlicka‟s self-determination argument against libertarianism and 

self-ownership. The self-determination-argument claims that self-ownership should be 

abandoned in favor of the more fundamental value of self-determination, which warrants 

liberal egalitarianism rather than self-ownership. Since self-ownership should be abandoned it 

cannot constitute a stable foundation for libertarianism. I will argue that self-ownership is not 

derived from self-determination, but rather from a principle of separateness of persons. 

Therefore self-ownership should not be abandoned, and can constitute the foundation for a 

political theory. However, if Kymlicka is correct that libertarianism threats self-determination 

we may want to reject it regardless if it is founded or not. I will therefore also argue that 
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geolibertarianism does not seriously infringe on self-determination under reasonable 

economic circumstances. 

In the second section I will discuss Kymlicka‟s arbitrariness argument that self-ownership 

doesn‟t warrant libertarianism. According to the arbitrariness argument self-ownership does 

not support Nozick‟s libertarianism, since it relies on his arbitrary compensatory principle of 

initial acquisition. If this argument could be generalized to all of libertarianism Kymlicka‟s 

refutation would still hold. I will argue that it is not a strong argument against 

geolibertarianism and therefore cannot be a strong argument against libertarianism generally. 

Kymlicka could try to defend his argument by claiming that geolibertarianism should not be 

considered a form of libertarianism. I will however reject this claim, and argue that 

geolibertarianism should be considered a form of libertarianism, even according to 

Kymlicka‟s understanding of the term. 

If self-ownership is a stable foundation for a political theory, as I argue in the first section, 

and if it can warrant the libertarian view geolibertarianism, as I argue in the second section, 

then Kymlicka‟s conclusion that libertarianism lack‟s stable foundations is incorrect. 

 

Kymlicka’s self-determination argument – Is self-ownership a stable foundation?
4
 

According to Kymlicka libertarianism lacks foundations. One possible foundation for 

libertarianism is a principle of self-ownership. However, Kymlicka argues that self-ownership 

is not a stable foundation, due to his self-determination argument. Kymlicka‟s self-

determination argument against libertarianism is that it puts too much emphasis on formal 

self-ownership rather than substantial self-determination. For example libertarianism might 

grant a person full formal self-ownership, but make him unable to exercise it since he lacks 

resources, thereby making him just as substantially un-free as a formal slave. We care about 

the formal because we care about the substantial, not the other way around. Our support for 

self-ownership is therefore derived from our support from the more fundamental value of self-

determination. Self-ownership should therefore be abandoned as a principle of justice in favor 

                                                           
4
 Strictly speaking Kymlicka makes two self-determination arguments. First he claims that the principle of self-

determination should be adopted as a principle of initial acquisition. However, according to my definition of 
libertarianism the resulting view would be a form of libertarianism, rather than a counterexample against 
libertarianism. Secondly Kymlicka himself rejects this view in favor of the argument that self-determination 
should replace self-ownership as a political idea. Finally, this argument also relies on the premise that self-
ownership is derived from the more fundamental value of self-determination. I will therefore discuss the two 
arguments as one and the same.   
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of a principle of self-determination. And since liberal egalitarianism is better at enhancing 

self-determination than libertarianism is we should adopt liberal egalitarianism rather than 

libertarianism (Kymlicka 2002, 121-7).  

Is Kymlicka correct when he assumes that our intuitive support for self-ownership is derived 

from a more fundamental principle of self-determination? I do not believe so. In my 

presentation of libertarianism I argued that it is attractive since it clearly captured our 

fundamental moral intuition that individuals are not interchangeable objects, i.e. that one 

person can‟t be traded off or used for the sake of another (compare with Kant 2002, 46-7 Ak 

4:429). I will call this the principle of separateness of persons. The principle grants persons 

considerable sovereignty, but it does not grant general liberty of action. I believe that this is 

not only true in my presentation of libertarianism, but is a correct description of most 

libertarians. Vallentyne and van der Vossen express the same sentiment (2014). Nozick also 

stipulates the principle quite clearly (1974, 32-3) and I believe that this principle is the reason 

why he adopts a theory of natural negative rights, rather than natural positive rights (Nozick 

1974, ix, or see part II).
5
 

Kymlicka could at this point defend his argument by claiming that the principle of 

separateness of persons supports the principle of self-determination rather than the principle 

of self-ownership. If this is correct self-ownership will still not constitute a stable foundation 

for a political philosophy. However, I believe that this claim is incorrect. The maximization 

and equalization of self-determination warrants that one may take from those who have plenty 

of self-determination and give to those who have little. This does not seem to be the best way 

to treat these two as separate persons. It does, in fact, require us to make a trade-off between 

the welfare of the two persons, and to use one of them to benefit the other. The maximization 

and equalization of formal self-ownership, on the other hand, does not warrant such 

infringements on the principle of separateness of persons. I therefore believe that this possible 

objection is incorrect.
6
 

                                                           
5
 Note that this argument, unlike my latter arguments, applies to all forms of libertarianism, and not only to 

geolibertarianism.  
6
 Kymlicka could still maintain that liberal egalitarianism is preferable to libertarianism since liberal 

egalitarianism better satisfies the principle of self-determination. Such an argument, though, is entirely 
external and as I argued in the first part therefore not very strong. One could just as well claim that 
libertarianism is preferable to liberal egalitarianism since it better satisfies the principle of self-ownership. For 
such an argument to be strong we need a convincing reason why one principle is preferable to the other.  
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But if the principle of self-ownership is derived from a principle of separateness of persons, 

then why rely on an intermediate principle of self-ownership instead of adopting the principle 

of separateness of persons directly? I believe that the principle of separateness of persons is 

too indeterminate and too vague on its own. The principle of self-ownership should therefore 

be considered a clarification and explication of the principle of separateness of persons. I 

therefore conclude that the principle of self-ownership can constitute a fundament for a 

political philosophy.  

However, at this point Kymlicka could modify his argument. He could argue that 

libertarianism seriously infringes on self-determination, and should therefore be dismissed 

even if it has a stable foundation in self-ownership. In other words Kymlicka could claim that 

libertarianism doesn‟t have to be founded on the value of self-determination, but it has to be 

compatible with it. If Kymlicka is correct that libertarianism makes some persons as 

substantially un-free as formal slaves we would have good reason to disregard libertarianism. 

I however, believe that this is not the case with all forms of libertarianism, and I will illustrate 

this by analyzing how self-ownership would be affected by a geolibertarian distribution.  

In order to illustrate my argument I will reuse Kymlicka‟s example of Amy and Ben, who 

initially both use a non-privately owned lot of land which is then privatized. In my version of 

the thought-example though, the land will be privatized in accordance with the geolibertarian 

principle rather than the compensatory principle. The geolibertarian ideal can be realized 

through several procedures. The crudest method would be for Amy and Ben to simply split 

the land in half and do as they please with their respective half. Another option is that they 

both bid on the land in an auction. The winner of the auction pays the agreed sum to „the pot‟ 

and receives full property rights over the lot. „The pot‟ is then divided equally between them. 

That way they will both receive their per capita share of the market value of the land. A 

somewhat more sophisticated method would be for them to divide the land into several 

smaller lots and bid on each and every one of them.
7
 Thereby they will both pay to „the pot‟ 

and receive money from „the pot‟. Whoever takes more than their per capita share of land
8
 

                                                           
7
 By assuming a fixed population we simplify and avoid some complications for the view. What would happen if 

Cain entered the scene after Amy and Ben had divided the land? This would leave Cain portionless. One way to 
accommodate this challenge is to limit the lots not only in space but also in time. People could, for example, bid 
on the right to use that specific acre for the next year, and when the year has passed a new auction is held. 
These considerations, however, exceed the scope of this argument, and I will therefore set them aside. 
8
 Measured in market value, or ‘competitive price’, that is. It is likely that the square meter price would vary 

between lots depending on factors such as location and quality. Therefore one could get more than one’s per 
capita share of land value without getting one’s per capita share of land area and vice versa. 
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would make a net loss from „the pot‟ and whoever takes less than their per capita share of 

land would make a net gain from „the pot‟. If they would take their per capita share of the 

land they will receive precisely as much from „the pot‟ as they put into it.
9
 

Would such a process generate a situation where Ben lacked self-determination? If the general 

price of external resources is high Ben would receive plenty of substitution for his fair share 

of the land, and he would therefore have substantial amounts of self-determination. However, 

what if the price of land was low and his substitution for it therefore negligible? The low price 

of land could be due to two reasons. Either land is abundant causing an oversupply of land. If 

this is the case then Ben would not have any problems living from his share of land, leaving 

him with plenty of self-determination. However, the low prices of land could also be due to 

general poverty, causing a demand deficit for land. But, in such a situation the problem seems 

to be scarcity rather than injustice. Letting Ben have not only his own per capita share, but 

also letting him take the fair shares of the impoverished others, doesn‟t seem like a just 

solution. Geolibertarianism would therefore only yield problematic lack of self-determination 

in situations where the supply for land is low and the demand for land is high, but the prices 

of land remain low. But such a situation does not seem economically plausible. I therefore do 

not believe that geolibertarianism constitutes a serious threat against self-determination under 

reasonable economic circumstances.  

I therefore conclude that self-ownership should not be disregarded in favor of self-

determination. Self-ownership can consequentially constitute a stable foundation for a 

political theory. I also conclude that geolibertarianism does not constitute a serious threat 

against self-determination under reasonable economic circumstances. 

 

Kymlicka’s arbitrariness argument – Do self-ownership support libertarianism? 

This far into my analysis I have discussed Kymlicka‟s self-determination argument that self-

ownership cannot constitute a stable foundation for a political theory. I have argued that he is 

incorrect as he has misinterpreted why most libertarians embrace the principle of self-

ownership. However, just because self-ownership is a possible foundation for some political 

philosophy doesn‟t mean that it is a strong foundation for libertarianism. Kymlicka could 

claim that self-ownership doesn‟t warrant libertarianism, and thereby maintain the position 

                                                           
9
 For a similar reasoning within a liberal egalitarian framework see Dworkin (1981, 285-90).  
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that libertarianism lack‟s stable foundations. As a matter of fact Kymlicka makes one such 

argument. According to Kymlicka self-ownership doesn‟t support Nozick‟s libertarianism, 

since it relies on an arbitrary principle of initial acquisition. If this argument can be 

generalized to all of libertarianism, then self-ownership will not be a stable foundation for 

libertarianism.  

According to the arbitrariness argument self-ownership does not warrant libertarianism, since 

the step from self-ownership to libertarianism relies on Nozick‟s arbitrary compensatory 

principle of rightful acquisition. The compensatory principle is arbitrary for three reasons. 

First it only warrants compensation for loss of material welfare, but not for loss of other 

important values. Secondly it assumes an arbitrary yardstick concerning compared to when 

one‟s welfare should be measured, in order to determine whether one has lost out and is 

entitled to compensation. Thirdly it arbitrarily assumes that the world is originally un-owned, 

when it might equally well be considered commonly owned (Kymlicka 2002, 114-21).  

According to my description of libertarianism Nozick‟s compensatory principle of initial 

acquisition is not necessary for libertarianism. Libertarianism does however rely on some 

principle of rightful acquisition in order to be fully applicable. If Kymlicka could generalize 

his argument to all principles of rightful initial acquisition, or all principle of rightful initial 

acquisition which warrant full libertarianism, he could still prove that self-ownership does not 

warrant libertarianism. I will now argue that they are not strong argument against 

geolibertarianism, and that they consequentially cannot be generalized to all of libertarianism. 

Once again I will reuse Kymlicka‟s example of Amy of Ben to illustrate my argument.  

Kymlicka‟s first argument is that libertarianism only takes Amy and Ben‟s material welfare 

into consideration when assessing due compensation. It thereby ignores other possibly 

important factors, such as their independence (ibid., 114-6). Note that the objection isn‟t 

against the fact that the compensation is paid in monetary currency. Rather, Kymlicka objects 

to the fact that loss of material welfare warrants compensation when loss of independence 

doesn‟t. However, at no point have the geolibertarianism committed itself to material welfare. 

Geolibertarianism is not based on compensation, but rather on fair shares. Therefore the 

objection seems misguided. Assume that Amy were to privatize half of the land and leave the 

other half to Ben. This would not give Ben any claim to compensation, regardless of how his 

material welfare or his independence would be affected. If Ben tried to stop Amy from 

acquiring half of the land, with reference to either his material welfare- or his independence, 

he would actively deny Amy her fair share of the land, and thereby act as an aggressor. If 
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Amy, on the other hand, were to acquire more than half of the land she would owe 

compensation to Ben, but not due to the fact that Ben‟s material welfare has decreased, but 

rather because she took something which belonged to Ben, namely part of his fair share to the 

land. 

At the auction every participant will maximize their yield, not in terms of material gains, but 

in terms of their own indifference curve. If Amy is willing to forfeit $10 for the land, but no 

more, then Ben have the following options: Either he forfeits $11, and thereby gets the land 

and maintains his independence, or he forfeits the land, and his independence, but receives 

$10. Ben himself will have the opportunity to choose between the independence or the net 

$21. Geolibertarianism has not committed itself to arbitrary materialism, but rather to Ben‟s 

actual preferences. If Ben would value the material gain higher than his independence it 

seems legitimate to grant him material gain, rather than independence. I therefore conclude 

that the objection is a weak objection when applied to geolibertarianism. 

Kymlicka‟s second objection against the compensation principle is that it uses one‟s 

economic situation in the natural state as yardstick for when one‟s situation has deteriorated, 

and therefore when compensation is due. We might equally well argue that the relevant 

yardstick for compensation would be Ben‟s economic situation if it would have been Ben who 

acquired the land instead of Amy, or if they divided the land equally (ibid., 117-20). At this 

point in his argument Kymlicka actually uses the Georgian view that the land should be 

shared on a per capita basis as a counterexample against libertarianism. Obviously, though, 

geolibertarianism cannot be a counterexample to itself. The argument is therefore not 

applicable on geolibertarianism. Kymlicka‟s third objection is that Nozick assumes that the 

world is initially un-owned, when one could equally well argue that it is commonly owned 

(ibid., 120-1). I have categorized geolibertarianism as a left-wing libertarian view, according 

to which the land is originally owned in some egalitarian manner rather than un-owned. This 

argument therefore also uses geolibertarianism as a counterexample against itself, and must 

consequentially be a weak argument against it.  

However, if we rephrase Kymlicka‟s objections somewhat we could make it applicable on 

geolibertarianism. Kymlicka could ask us: why should one accept the Georgian principle of 

initial acquisition of external resources rather than any other? A thorough answer to this 

question would demand a paper on its own, and I will therefore only make a short reply to the 

challenge. There are several possible reasons for accepting the principle but mine will rely on 
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Kymlicka‟s own philosophical stance. According to Kymlicka the goal of any reasonable 

political philosophy is to treat persons as equals (ibid., 1-5); and dividing the land (or „the 

pot‟) on a strict per capita basis is the most accurate way to treat persons as equals.  

If we only consider the limited number of principles of initial acquisition, such as those which 

I discussed in part IV, we can also make an argument by elimination in favor of 

geolibertarianism. The assumption that the world is initially un-owned, and therefore all right-

libertarian views, warrants that “the first to come is the first to serve”. But this, I agree with 

Kymlicka, seems morally arbitrary. Left-libertarianism is therefore preferable to right-

libertarianism. The consensus and democratic principles both seem unattractive, as they 

would both allow the majority to deny the minority any resources at all. The two remaining 

options among the theories I have discussed are therefore geolibertarianism and need 

adjusted-libertarianism. I believe that the geolibertarian principle is preferable to the need-

adjusted principle. If we want to maintain the libertarian intuition that justice is historical, and 

Amy and Ben have identical history with regard to „the cake‟ (since neither of them have any 

history with it at all) it seems unjustified to grant them different claims to „the cake‟. 

Consequentially, I believe that the geolibertarian principle of initial acquisition of external 

resources is preferable to any other principle of initial acquisition. 

I therefore conclude that all three of Kymlicka‟s arbitrariness-arguments are weak arguments 

when applied on geolibertarianism. A geolibertarian could agree with Kymlicka in his critique 

of Nozick. But instead of drawing the conclusion that libertarianism is flawed, the 

geolibertarian would conclude that the compensation principle is flawed and that 

geolibertarianism therefore constitutes a better form of libertarianism. In other words, 

Kymlicka‟s critique should rather be viewed as intra-libertarian arguments against Nozick 

than arguments against libertarianism generally. 

This far in my analysis I have tried to show that Kymlicka‟s arguments aren‟t strong against 

geolibertarianism. Consequentially, I have argued, they cannot be applicable on libertarianism 

generally, and therefore Kymlicka‟s arguments fail. However, my entire argument rests on the 

assumption that geolibertarianism should in fact be considered a form of libertarianism. 

Kymlicka could answer that his objective isn‟t to criticize „libertarianism as a broader 

framework‟, but rather to criticize the position that interventions in the free market is 

inherently wrong. One could in other words concede that I have successfully defended 

geolibertarianism, but claim that I only defend a watered down version of libertarianism 
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which in practice doesn‟t differ much from Kymlicka‟s own liberal egalitarianism. The fact 

that Kymlicka uses the geolibertarianism as a counterexample against libertarianism could be 

an indicator that he holds this view. This leads to the question: Would my refutation of 

Kymlicka‟s argument hold even according to Kymlicka‟s concept of libertarianism?  

This depends on whether geolibertarianism should be considered libertarianism according to 

Kymlicka‟s concept. According to Kymlicka libertarianism is the view that interferences in 

the free market and the redistribution of resources are morally and unconditionally wrong 

(Kymlicka 2002 102-3). I would argue that this can be applied to geolibertarianism. Note that 

not all interferences with holdings are unconditionally wrong. After a theft, for example, a 

libertarian would accept that the stolen goods were redistributed to their rightful owner. What 

libertarians do reject is redistributions which are not warranted by historical injustices. The 

only redistribution which geolibertarianism allows is „rectification of injustice‟, which 

includes the injustice which arise when someone claims a larger portion of external resources 

than their fair share. In other words it is fully compatible with, and in fact builds on „the 

entitlement theory‟, rather than reject it. Since it only warrants non-voluntary redistributions 

on basis of historical injustices it doesn‟t leave any room for non-voluntary redistribution of 

resources on the basis of luck or need. Therefore it clearly differs from Kymlicka‟s liberal 

egalitarianism. I therefore conclude that geolibertarianism should be considered a form of 

libertarianism, even according to Kymlicka‟s concept of the philosophy. 

 

VI. Summary and conclusions 

According to Will Kymlicka libertarianism is a political philosophy which defends free 

markets and free market outcomes on the basis that intervention in the free market is 

inherently wrong (Kymlicka 2002 102-3). However, according to Kymlicka this view lacks 

stable foundations. One possible foundation is that it follows from a principle of self-

ownership, but this view is wrong due to two reasons: 1) the self-determination argument that 

the principle of self-ownership is an unstable foundation for a political philosophy, since it is 

derived from, and therefore should be rejected in favor of the more fundamental value of self-

determination, and 2) the arbitrariness argument that self-ownership doesn‟t warrant 

libertarianism, unless we adopt an arbitrary principle of initial acquisition of external 

resources (ibid. 110-27).  
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Kymlicka‟s specifically discusses the right-libertarian philosopher Robert Nozick, but does 

not take left-libertarianism into much consideration. However, he seems to believe that his 

arguments are generally applicable on libertarianism. In this text I have therefore examined 

whether these are strong arguments against the left-libertarian view geolibertarianism. In the 

process I have also discussed the two possible counterarguments that libertarianism seriously 

infringes on self-determination, and that geolibertarianism shouldn‟t be considered a form of 

libertarianism. 

I define a libertarian as one who accepts the non-aggression principle, according to which 

coercion may only be used for defensive purposes. This principle can be matched with several 

theories of initial acquisition of external resources. These can be broadly categorized into 

right-libertarians who believe that the world is initially un-owned, and left-libertarians who 

believe that it is owned in some egalitarian manner. One of these left libertarian views is the 

geolibertarian idea that initial external resources, or the value of initial external resources, 

should be distributed on a per capita basis.  

In my analysis I have tried to prove four points: A) That self-ownership is derived from a 

principle of separateness of persons, rather than from a principle of self-determination. 

Kymlicka‟s self-determination argument is therefore incorrect, and self-ownership can 

provide a stable foundation for a political theory. B) Geolibertarianism does not seriously 

infringe on self-determination under reasonable economic circumstances. If this was the case 

libertarianism might have been unattractive, even if it had a stable foundation. C) 

Geolibertarianism does not rely on an arbitrary principle of initial acquisition. Kymlicka‟s 

arbitrariness argument is consequentially not strong against geolibertarianism, and self-

ownership can therefore support libertarianism. D) Geolibertarianism should be considered a 

form of libertarianism, even according to Kymlicka‟s concept of the term. A defender of 

Kymlicka‟s argument could otherwise have argued that the defended version of libertarianism 

is two watered down to be considered a real threat to Kymlicka‟s liberal egalitarianism.  

My conclusion is therefore that self-ownership is a stable foundation for a political 

philosophy, and that it can support geolibertarianism. Consequentially Kymlicka‟s argument 

to the contrary is incorrect. However, if the arguments are strong against some forms of 

libertarianism, but not against others, they may still contribute as important arguments within 

libertarianism, rather than as arguments against libertarianism.  
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