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I. INTRODUCTION

If a person owns a thing, his ownership enhances his liberty, but
it does so at the expense of the liberty of others. Ownership of
a thing gives a person the right to exclude others from its use,
and that right, though it adds to the freedom of the owner,
detracts from the freedom of those others. The question I want
to explore in this paper is whether, nevertheless, strong
property rights can be grounded on natural rights to liberty.

A natural right, as I understand the term, is a right one has
independently of institutional arrangements. The rights in
question here are moral rights: when I say that a person has a
right to do something, I shall mean that it is morally permissible
for him to do it and morally impermissible for anyone else to
coerce him not to do it. A property right is, roughly, a right
which a person has with respect to a specific thing. Property
rights, then, as I am using the term, are moral rather than legal
rights. They may include rights of full ownership, and they may
also include more limited rights to things—the moral equivalents
of leaseholds, easements, and the like.

In what follows, I shall be asking what kind of ownership,
if any, can be justified on libertarian grounds. I shall consider at
length what I call the hard libertarian position on natural rights:
that a person can be denied the right to use a thing only with
his consent. Later I shall turn to Locke’s modification of this
position, according to which, under certain conditions, one
becomes the owner of a previously unowned thing without the
consent of those who are thereby excluded from using it.
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