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The Rawlsian Utopia
- Everyone is guaranteed an extensive set of basic 

liberties.

- Fair Equality of Opportunity: people with the same 
natural talents have comparable life chances.

- What economic inequalities there are obey The 
Difference Principle: they are to the expected 
benefit of the least advantaged.

Argument for the Difference Principle
The natural talents we are born with are a matter of luck. 
They are arbitrary form the moral point of view. 

Therefore, those who are talented do not deserve more of the 
‘pie’ just because they had good luck.

But, the least-advantaged benefit from encouraging the 
development and exercise of some of those talents. 

Therefore, it’s in the interests of the least-advantaged 
that there be an unequal distribution of resources if it 
rewards and encourages that pool of talent.

The Rawlsian Utopia
A Regulated Market

Redistributive Taxation

Social welfare programs (A wide and secure 
social safety net)

Property-owning Democracy
Liberal Socialism
Welfare-state Capitalism
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Rawls’ Group Project

Argument for the Difference Principle
The natural talents we are born with are a matter of luck. 
They are arbitrary form the moral point of view. 

Therefore, those who are talented do not deserve more of the 
‘pie’ just because they had good luck.

But, the least-advantaged benefit from encouraging the 
development and exercise of some of those talents. 

Therefore, it’s in the interests of the least-advantaged 
that there be an unequal distribution of resources if it 
rewards and encourages that pool of talent.



Robert Nozick & 
Libertarianism

Robert Nozick (1938 - 2002)
American Philosopher

Spent most of his career at Harvard
(and was colleagues with Rawls)

Wrote on an extensive number of 
philosophical topics

Defended a libertarian position in
Anarchy, State, and Utopia (1974)

Nozick’s Project



Nozick’s Project
“Our main conclusions about the state 
are that a minimal state, limited to 
the narrow functions of protection 
against force, theft, fraud, 
enforcement of contracts, and so on, 
is justified; that any more extensive 
state will violate persons’ rights 
not to be forced to do certain 
things, and is unjustified” (ix)

Nozick’s Project

“The minimal state is the most 
extensive state that can be 
justified. Any state more extensive 
violates people’s rights.” (149)
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“The minimal state is the most 
extensive state that can be 
justified. Any state more extensive 
violates people’s rights.” (149)

Nozick’s Project
Nozick’s Moral View:
People have rights against 
interference.

Part I:
Nevertheless, a minimal state can be 
justified.

Part II:
Nothing more extensive than a minimal 
state can be justified.



Rights as SIde 
Constraints

Nozick’s Moral View
Nozick (like Rawls) rejects 
Utilitarianism.

Why? 
We have rights.

What are they like? 
Rights are side constraints.

They exist independently of the state 
(they are grounded in an idea from 
Kant: people are ends in themselves).

Rights As Side Constraints
Isn't it irrational to accept a side 
constraint C, rather than a view that 
directs minimizing violations of C?... 
If non-violation of C is so important, 
shouldn't that be the goal? How can a 
concern for the nonviolation of C lead 
to the refusal to violate C even when 
this would prevent other more 
extensive violations of C? 

What is the rationale for placing the 
nonviolation of rights as a side 
constraint upon action instead of 
including it solely as a goal of one's 
actions?

Nozick’s Answer:

Side constraints upon action 
reflect the underlying 
Kantian principle that 
individuals are ends and not 
merely means; they may not be 
sacrificed or used for the 
achieving of other ends 
without their consent. 
Individuals are inviolable. 
(30-31)

The Minimal State



Nozick’s Minimal State
A “night-watchman” state:
Its only function is to protect the 
rights of its citizens, enforce 
contracts, provide protection, etc.

Nozick’s Project

“The minimal state is the most 
extensive state that can be 
justified. Any state more extensive 
violates people’s rights.” (149)

Nozick’s Minimal State

What about justice?

Can’t a more extensive state be 
justified on the grounds that it is 
necessary to ensure distributive 
justice?

Nozick argues: Nope.

Nozick on Distributive 
Justice: Libertarianism



Nozick on Distributive Justice

Nozick offers a theory of economic 
justice that is historical and and 
non-patterned. 

Historical Vs End-State Principles
Historical Principles:
Whether a distribution of holdings is 
just or not depends on how that 
distribution came about.

End-State Principles:
Whether a distribution of holdings is 
just or not depends on the structure 
of the distribution itself. 

Historical Vs End-State Principles
Just or Not Just?
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Historical Vs End-State Principles
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Patterned Vs Non-Patterned

Patterned Principles:
It specifies that a distribution is 
to vary along with some natural 
dimension.

Example:
“To each according to their        .”
(‘need’, ‘effort’, ‘height’, ‘merit’, 
etc.)

Nozick on Distributive Justice

Nozick offers a theory of economic 
justice that is historical and and 
non-patterned:

The Entitlement Theory of Justice

The Entitlement Theory 
of Justice



Entitlement Theory of Justice
(1) A person who acquires X in 

accordance with the Principle of 
Justice in Acquisition is entitled 
to X.

(2) A person who acquires X in 
accordance with the Principle of 
Justice in Transfer from someone 
who is entitled to X is entitled 
to X.

(3) No one is entitled to X except by 
repeated applications of above.

Entitlement Theory of Justice
There’s an additional principle:

The Principle of Rectification of 
Injustice

When an injustice occurs, it should 
be rectified. This might involve 
redistribution. 

Entitlement Theory of Justice
The Principle of Justice in 
Acquisition.

Nozick thinks that Locke has the 
roughly the right idea here.

Entitlement Theory of Justice
The Principle of Justice in Transfer.

Transactions should be fully voluntary 
on the part of all legitimately 
concerned persons. 

Stealing, fraud, etc. aren’t okay. 



Entitlement Theory of Justice
Only Repeated Applications 

No one is entitled to X except by 
repeated applications of above.

Compulsory redistributive taxation, 
for example, is not okay.

The Wilt ChamberLain 
Argument

Liberty Upsets Patterns
Nozick argues against Patterned 
Principles of justice with the Wilt 
Chamberlain Argument.

Liberty Upsets Patterns

“Any distributional pattern with any 
egalitarian component is overturnable 
by the voluntary actions of individual 
persons over time; as is every 
patterned condition with sufficient 
content so as actually to have been 
proposed as presenting the central 
core of distributive justice." (164)



Wilt Chamberlain Argument
Suppose that Wilt Chamberlain is 
greatly in demand by basketball 
teams... 
He signs the following sort of 
contract with a team: In each home 
game, twenty-five cents from the 
price of each ticket of admission 
goes to him...The season starts, 
and people cheerfully attend his 
team's games; they buy their 
tickets, each time dropping a 
separate twenty-five cents of their 
admission price into a special box 
with Chamberlain's name on it. 

Let us suppose that in one season 
one million persons attend home 
games, and Wilt Chamberlain winds 
up with $250,000, a much larger sum 
than average income... 

Is he entitled to this income? Is 
this new distribution, D2, unjust? 
If so, why? 

Wilt Chamberlain Argument
There is no question about whether 
each of the people was entitled to 
the control of the resources they 
held in D1; because that was the 
distribution...that (for the 
purposes argument) we assumed was 
acceptable. 

Each of these persons chose to give 
twenty-five cents of their money to 
Chamberlain. They could have spent 
it on going to the movies, or candy 
bars, or on copies of Dissent 
magazine, or of Monthly Review. 
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But they all, at least million of 
them, converged on giving it to Wilt 
Chamberlain in exchange for watching 
him play basketball. If D1 was a just 
distribution, and people voluntarily 
moved from it to D2, transferring 
parts of their shares they were given 
under Dl (what was it for if not to do 
something with?), isn't D2 also just? 
If the people were entitled to dispose 
of the resources to which they were 
entitled (under D1), didn't this 
include their being entitled to give 
it to, or exchange it with, Wilt 
Chamberlain? 
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Can anyone else complain on grounds of 
justice? Each other person already has 
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D1, there is nothing that anyone has 
that anyone else has a claim of 
justice against. After someone 
transfers something to Wilt 
Chamberlain, third parties still have 
their legitimate shares; their shares 
are not changed. By what process could 
such a transfer among two persons give 
rise to a legitimate claim of 
distributive justice on a portion of 
what was transferred, by a third party 
who had no claim of justice on any 
holding of the others before transfer? 

But they all, at least million of 
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moved from it to D2, transferring 
parts of their shares they were given 
under Dl (what was it for if not to do 
something with?), isn't D2 also just? 
If the people were entitled to dispose 
of the resources to which they were 
entitled (under D1), didn't this 
include their being entitled to give 
it to, or exchange it with, Wilt 
Chamberlain? 



Wilt Chamberlain Argument
Start with a just distribution, 
meeting the pattern.

Fans agree to pay Wilt Chamberlain 
$.25 to watch him play.

These transfers are wholly 
voluntary. 

The resulting distribution no 
longer fits the pattern.

Wilt Chamberlain Argument
If justice involves maintaining a 
pattern of distribution, it looks 
like we must either:

(1) Continuously interfere to stop 
people from transferring 
resources as they wish to, or

(2) Continually interfere to take 
from some persons resources 
that others for some reason 
chose to transfer them.

Wilt Chamberlain Argument
But that doesn’t seem right!

Nozick’s Claims:

Liberty will upset patterns.

When liberty upsets patterns, no 
injustice occurs.



Wilt Chamberlain Argument
Is Nozick right? 

Questions?


