
The Philosophies Of John Locke And Robert
Nozick Can Be Said To Diverge In Which Of
The Following Respects:
The Philosophies Of John Locke And Robert Nozick Can Be Said To Diverge In Which Of The
Following Respects:

The philosophies of John Locke and Robert Nozick represent two significant pillars in the history of
political thought and liberal philosophy. While both thinkers emphasize individual rights, liberty, and
property, their perspectives diverge notably in several fundamental respects. Understanding these
differences provides valuable insights into the evolution of liberal theory, the nature of justice, and
the role of the state. This article explores the key areas where Locke’s and Nozick’s philosophies
diverge, analyzing their principles, implications, and the philosophical debates they ignite.

Foundations of Locke’s Political Philosophy

Natural Rights and State of Nature
John Locke’s political philosophy is rooted in the idea of natural rights—life, liberty, and property—that
individuals possess inherently. According to Locke:

Humans exist in a state of nature characterized by freedom and equality.

Natural law governs this state, guiding individuals to respect others’ rights.

Individuals have the right to defend themselves and their property.

Locke’s state of nature is generally peaceful but lacks a formal authority to resolve disputes, which
leads individuals to form governments.

Social Contract and Government
Locke advocates for a social contract where:

Individuals consent to establish a government to protect their natural rights.1.

The government’s legitimacy hinges on its ability to safeguard these rights.2.

If the government violates these rights, citizens have the right to overthrow it.3.

This view emphasizes limited government power and the importance of consent.



Property Rights and Labor
Locke’s theory of property is central:

Individuals acquire property through their labor—mixing their labor with natural resources.

Property rights are natural rights derived from personal labor and effort.

Locke sees property as a natural extension of individual rights and a foundation for economic
freedom.

Foundations of Nozick’s Political Philosophy

Entitlement Theory and Self-Ownership
Robert Nozick’s philosophy builds upon and diverges from Locke’s ideas, emphasizing a minimal state
and individual sovereignty:

Self-ownership is fundamental—individuals own themselves entirely.

Property rights are derived from voluntary exchanges and justice in acquisition.

People are entitled to their holdings if acquired justly, regardless of whether they are natural or
acquired.

The Minimal State and Justice in Acquisition and Transfer
Nozick’s framework relies on:

Justice in acquisition: how individuals initially acquire holdings.1.

Justice in transfer: how holdings can be justly transferred between individuals.2.

An entitlement theory: holdings are just if acquired through these just processes, regardless of3.
distribution.

He advocates for a minimal state—limited to protecting individuals from force, theft, and
fraud—rejecting redistributive policies.

Critique of Patterned and End-State Principles
Nozick famously criticizes patterned theories of justice (like Locke’s natural rights) that aim for a
specific distribution:



He argues such theories violate individual rights through continuous interference.

His Wilt Chamberlain argument illustrates that voluntary exchanges can lead to unequal
distributions, which are still just if initially acquired justly.

This stance underscores his commitment to historical principles over patterned or end-state justice.

Major Divergences Between Locke and Nozick

View of Property Rights
Locke and Nozick differ markedly in their conceptualization of property:

Locke: Property rights originate from labor and natural law; acquisition involves mixing labor
with natural resources.

Nozick: Property rights are based on voluntary transfer and justice in acquisition; no emphasis
on labor as the basis.

Locke’s view is rooted in natural law, while Nozick emphasizes voluntary, historical processes.

Role of the State and Redistribution
The role of government and the acceptability of redistribution are critical areas of divergence:

Locke: Governments are created to protect natural rights, which can justify some redistribution1.
if necessary for rights protection.

Nozick: The minimal state’s sole purpose is to protect individuals from force, theft, and fraud;2.
redistribution is a violation of rights.

Thus, Locke’s philosophy allows for a broader role of the state in economic life, whereas Nozick
advocates for a strictly limited government.

Concept of Justice and Distributive Equality
Locke’s perspective does not provide a detailed theory of distributive justice; his focus is on natural
rights and property acquisition. Nozick, however:

Rejects patterned or end-state distributive principles.

Argues that justice is historical—based on how holdings were acquired and transferred.

This leads to a fundamental difference: Locke’s natural rights approach versus Nozick’s entitlement
theory.



Approach to the State of Nature and Social Contract
Locke’s state of nature is a moral universe governed by natural law, where individuals have inherent
rights. The social contract is formed to establish a government that respects these rights.
In contrast, Nozick’s minimal state is justified by the principle of self-ownership and voluntary
exchanges, with less emphasis on natural law or moral universality. His focus is on historical justice
rather than moral rights in a state of nature.

Implications of Their Divergences

Economic Liberty and Property Rights
Both thinkers uphold economic liberty, but Locke’s theory allows for some government intervention
and redistribution to preserve natural rights, while Nozick’s framework strictly limits government to
protecting just holdings, emphasizing free markets and voluntary exchanges.

Views on Social Justice and Equality
Locke’s approach is compatible with a certain degree of social justice, as long as natural rights are
respected. Nozick’s entitlement theory generally rejects redistributive policies aimed at achieving
patterned equality, emphasizing instead the importance of historical justice.

Philosophical and Practical Impact
Locke’s ideas influenced the development of liberal democracy and constitutional government,
advocating for rights-based governance. Nozick’s libertarian stance has contributed to debates on
minimal state, individual sovereignty, and critiques of redistributive policies.

Conclusion
The philosophies of John Locke and Robert Nozick diverge fundamentally in their conceptualization of
property rights, the role of the state, and their theories of justice. Locke’s natural rights framework
supports a broader role for government in ensuring rights and enabling economic development,
whereas Nozick’s libertarian perspective advocates for a minimal state and emphasizes voluntary
transactions and historical justice. Recognizing these differences helps clarify ongoing debates in
political philosophy regarding the scope of government, the nature of justice, and individual rights.
Their contrasting views continue to shape contemporary discussions on liberalism, libertarianism, and
social justice, underscoring the enduring significance of their philosophical legacies.

Frequently Asked Questions



How do John Locke's and Robert Nozick's views differ
regarding property rights?
Locke emphasizes that property rights originate from labor and natural rights, supporting the idea of
property as a natural extension of individual effort. Nozick, on the other hand, advocates for a
minimal state that protects property rights but is more permissive about how private property is
acquired and transferred, focusing on voluntary transactions rather than natural entitlement.

In what way do Locke and Nozick diverge concerning the role
of the state?
Locke sees the state as a protector of natural rights to life, liberty, and property, with some authority
to enforce laws. Nozick, however, advocates for a minimal 'night-watchman' state limited to
protecting individuals from force, theft, and fraud, and opposes any redistributive programs or
extensive state intervention.

How do their perspectives differ on the concept of justice and
redistribution?
Locke's philosophy generally supports the idea of justice based on natural rights and property
acquisition, allowing for some redistribution if it respects natural entitlements. Nozick explicitly rejects
patterned or end-state principles of justice, arguing that redistributive taxation violates individual
rights and that justice is based solely on fair acquisition and transfer, not on achieving social patterns.

What are the key differences in Locke's and Nozick's views on
individual liberty?
Locke emphasizes individual liberty as a fundamental natural right derived from natural law,
supporting limited government intervention. Nozick underscores individual liberty as paramount,
advocating for a minimal state that leaves individuals free to pursue their interests without
interference, and criticizes redistributive policies that infringe on property rights.

In terms of their approach to moral foundations, how do
Locke and Nozick differ?
Locke's moral foundation is rooted in natural law and divine rights, emphasizing moral duties to
preserve life and property. Nozick's moral approach is based on voluntary interactions and self-
ownership, emphasizing individual rights derived from free choices rather than divine authority, and
prioritizes respecting individual autonomy above other considerations.

Additional Resources
Introduction

The philosophies of John Locke and Robert Nozick represent two pivotal yet distinct visions within the
landscape of political theory and philosophy. While both thinkers have contributed significantly to our



understanding of individual rights, liberty, and the nature of justice, their approaches diverge
markedly in several fundamental respects. Exploring these differences not only illuminates the
evolution of liberal thought but also underscores the philosophical debates that continue to shape
contemporary discussions on justice, property, and the role of the state. This comprehensive analysis
will delve into the key areas where Locke and Nozick's philosophies differ, examining their
foundational principles, views on property and rights, the role of the state, conceptions of justice, and
their overarching visions for society.

---

Foundational Philosophical Perspectives

Locke’s Empiricism and Natural Rights

John Locke (1632–1704) is often regarded as a classical liberal whose philosophy is rooted in
empiricism and natural law. Locke’s ideas are primarily outlined in his "Two Treatises of Government,"
where he emphasizes:

- State of Nature: Locke envisions a pre-political state characterized by natural rights to life, liberty,
and property. In this state, individuals are free and equal, possessing rights that are inherent and
inalienable.
- Natural Law: Locke believes that natural law governs human conduct and that individuals have
rational capacity to discern right from wrong.
- Property Rights: Locke famously posits that property is derived from labor—when individuals mix
their labor with natural resources, they acquire ownership, provided enough is left for others.

Locke's philosophy is grounded in the idea that the purpose of government is to protect these natural
rights, and any government that violates them loses legitimacy.

Nozick’s Libertarian Minimalism

Robert Nozick (1938–2002), a prominent figure in contemporary political philosophy, offers a radical
libertarian perspective in his seminal work, "Anarchy, State, and Utopia." His approach is
characterized by:

- Historical Entitlement Theory: Nozick argues that holdings are just if acquired and transferred in
accordance with just principles—primarily, justice in acquisition and transfer.
- Minimal State: He advocates for a "night-watchman" state that is limited to protecting individuals
against force, theft, and fraud, and enforcing contracts. Beyond this, the state has no legitimate
authority.
- Focus on Rights: Unlike Locke, who emphasizes natural law and moral duties, Nozick centers his
philosophy on individual rights as side-constraints—fundamental limits on what can be done to
individuals.

While Locke’s philosophy is rooted in natural law and moral duties, Nozick’s is based on individual



rights and historical justice, setting the stage for divergence.

---

Conceptions of Property and Ownership

Locke’s Labor Theory of Property

For Locke, property rights are natural and derive from an individual’s labor:

- Acquisition of Property: When a person mixes their labor with natural resources, they gain
ownership, provided they leave "enough and as good" for others.
- Limitations: Locke emphasizes that accumulation is legitimate as long as it does not spoil or waste
resources.
- Role of Money: The introduction of money, which does not spoil, allows for the accumulation of
property beyond immediate needs, with the caveat that voluntary consent and free exchange are
necessary.

Locke’s view implies a moral obligation to respect others’ property rights and to avoid excessive
accumulation that harms the community.

Nozick’s Entitlement Theory

Nozick’s approach to property is rooted in the justice of historical acquisitions and transfers:

- Just Acquisition: Holdings are just if acquired through appropriate processes (e.g., original acquisition
without force or fraud).
- Just Transfer: Property can be transferred voluntarily, through free exchanges.
- No Patterned Distributions: Unlike Locke, Nozick rejects patterned distributions (e.g., equality or
need-based allocation). He argues that any patterned distribution is incompatible with the rights-
based framework, as it would require continual interference to maintain the pattern.

This view allows for significant inequality as long as each individual’s holdings are justly acquired and
transferred, contrasting sharply with Locke’s concern for avoiding waste and excess.

---

Role of the State and Justice



Locke’s Limited but Responsible Government

Locke advocates for a government that exists primarily to safeguard natural rights:

- Purpose of Government: To secure life, liberty, and property.
- Consent: Government derives legitimacy from the consent of the governed.
- Right to Revolution: Citizens are justified in overthrowing governments that violate their rights.

Locke’s emphasis on moral duties and a government that acts as a neutral protector reflects his view
that rights are rooted in moral law and natural law.

Nozick’s Minimal State and Libertarian Justice

Nozick’s model is more radical:

- Minimal State: Limited to functions necessary to protect individuals from force, theft, and fraud.
- No Redistributive Justice: Unlike Locke, Nozick rejects the idea of redistributing resources to achieve
social justice, arguing such measures violate individual rights.
- Entitlement Theory: Justice depends on adherence to principles of acquisition and transfer, not on
patterned distributions or social goals.

In Nozick’s view, the state’s legitimacy hinges solely on its role in protecting individual rights, and any
expansion into redistributive policies is unjustified.

---

Concepts of Justice and Fairness

Locke’s Justice as Moral Duty

Locke’s conception of justice intertwines with moral duties and natural law:

- Moral Foundations: Justice involves respecting natural rights and moral duties.
- Property Rights: They are justified morally and are essential for individual liberty.
- Limited Interference: The state should interfere minimally, only to protect these rights.

Locke’s framework is rooted in moral principles that justify property and individual rights as inherently
just.

Nozick’s Justice as Historical Process

Nozick’s notion of justice is contingent on historical entitlement:



- Justice in Acquisition and Transfer: The legitimacy of holdings depends on proper acquisition and
voluntary transfer.
- No Patterned Distribution: Justice does not depend on achieving equality or social welfare.
- Wilt Chamberlain Example: Nozick illustrates that voluntary exchanges can lead to inequalities that
are just because they follow the principles of entitlement.

This perspective emphasizes that justice is a matter of respecting the historical processes that
produce holdings rather than fitting distributions into a predetermined pattern.

---

Broader Societal Visions

Locke’s Vision of a Property-Based Society

Locke envisions a society where:

- Individual Autonomy: Respect for individual rights to property and liberty.
- Limited Government: Intervenes only to protect natural rights.
- Economic Prosperity: Encouraged by free exchange and labor.

While Locke acknowledges some role for the state, his primary concern is safeguarding private
property and individual freedom.

Nozick’s Utopian Minimalism

Nozick’s society is characterized by:

- Minimal Intervention: The state’s role is strictly limited.
- Voluntary Cooperation: Society is a result of free agreements rather than collective planning.
- No Redistributive Policies: Societies can be just even if they are highly unequal, provided they arise
from just processes.

His vision is more radical—favoring a society where liberty is protected at all costs, even if that results
in significant disparities.

---

Key Divergences Summarized

To encapsulate the core differences, here are the main respects in which Locke and Nozick diverge:

1. Foundational Principles: Locke bases his philosophy on natural law and moral duties; Nozick on



rights and historical entitlement.
2. Property Rights: Locke emphasizes property as derived from labor, with moral constraints; Nozick
focuses on the justice of initial acquisition and voluntary transfer, without moral constraints on
inequality.
3. Role of the State: Locke advocates for a government that protects natural rights with some moral
duties; Nozick champions a minimal state with no redistributive role.
4. Distribution of Goods: Locke is concerned with avoiding waste and excessive accumulation; Nozick
accepts inequalities as long as they arise from just processes.
5. Justice Conceptualization: Locke sees justice as rooted in moral law; Nozick sees it as a historical
process respecting individual entitlements.
6. Societal Goals: Locke envisions a society fostering economic growth and individual liberty; Nozick
envisions a society based on voluntary interactions and minimal coercion.

---

Conclusion

The divergence between Locke and Nozick highlights the evolution from a natural law-based
understanding of rights and morality to a rights-based, historical, and procedural conception of
justice. Locke’s philosophy underscores the moral duties inherent in natural law, emphasizing the
importance of moral constraints on property and government. In contrast, Nozick’s libertarian
framework prioritizes individual rights as side-constraints, emphasizing the justice of historical
acquisitions and transfers over any patterned or morally guided distribution.

These differences reflect broader philosophical debates about the nature of justice, the role of the
state, and the foundation of rights. Locke’s approach tends to support a more active role of
government in protecting rights and promoting social welfare, while Nozick advocates for a minimal
state that respects individual entitlements above all else. Understanding these distinctions is crucial
for appreciating the philosophical roots of modern liberal and libertarian thought, and for engaging
with contemporary debates
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