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The Entitlement Theory of Justice in Holdings

I A ‘holding’ is basically just a possession e.g. share of a cake,
laptop, dollar coins etc.

I Somebody may or may not be entitled to one of her holdings.
e.g. One of the coins might be stolen.

I So we need a way to distinguish a holding to which somebody
is entitled from one to which she is not entitled.

I A just distribution of the world’s resources is one in which
nobody holds anything to which she is not entitled.
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The Entitlement Theory of Justice in Holdings
Nozick proposes three basic principles:
1. the principle of acquisition

I People are entitled to anything obtained in accordance with
this principle.

I This covers initial acquisition in Locke’s sense.
2. the principle of transfer

I People are entitled to anything transferred to them in
accordance with the principle provided the person doing the
transferring was entitled to it.

3. the principle of rectification
I There is a need for this principle only if some people are not

entitled to some of their holdings.
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Nozick’s Terminology
Historical vs. End-Result Principles

Historical principles
A principle of distributive justice is historical iff it states that
whether a particular distribution is just or not depends only on
facts about how the distribution came about.
e.g. Nozick’s entitlement theory.
e.g. Workers to enjoy the full value of their labours.
e.g. Entitlements to be based on moral desert or contribution to

society etc.
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Historical vs. End-Result Principles

End-State / End-Result Principles
A principle of distributive justice is an end-state or end-result
principle iff it states that whether a particular distribution is just or
not depends only on facts about the distribution itself. The
relevant facts might concern only a given moment in time so that
a distribution is just at time t iff the distribution satisfies certain
conditions at t. Or they might concern a distribution over time so
that whether a distribution is just at t depends not only on facts
about the distribution at t but also on facts about the distribution
at times before and/or after t.
e.g. “To each according to her need. . . ”
e.g. Maximisation of utility or average utility or equality etc.
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Nozick’s Terminology
Patterned vs. Unpatterned Principles

Patterned principles
A principle of distributive justice is patterned iff it states that a
particular distribution is just insofar as what people get varies
according to some “natural dimension(s)”1. Roughly speaking, this
means that what people get depends on some (“natural”) fact(s)
about them, their activities etc.

1“. . . some natural dimension, weighted sum of natural dimensions, or
lexicographic ordering of natural dimensions” (156). Nozick also includes more
sophisticated sets of small numbers of principles which are combined.
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Patterned vs. Unpatterned Principles

Patterned principles

e.g. Resources to be distributed in inverse proportion to height.
e.g. Workers to enjoy the full value of their labours.
e.g. “To each according to her need. . . ”
e.g. Maximisation of utility or average utility or equality etc.
e.g. Entitlements to be based on moral desert or contribution to

society etc.
e.g. Entitlements to edible resources to be distributed according to

nutritional need; entitlements to the means of production to
be distributed according to a weighted sum of ability and
moral virtue; entitlements to all other goods to be distributed
so as to minimise inequality.
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Patterned vs. Unpatterned Principles

Unpatterned Principles
A principle of distributive justice is an unpatterned principle iff it is
not patterned.
e.g. Nozick’s entitlement theory.

From each as they choose, to each as they are
chosen. (160, original emphasis)
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Nozick’s Terminology
Historical and End-State Patterning

I Principles may be historical and patterned.
e.g. Workers to enjoy the full value of their labours.
e.g. Entitlements to be based on moral desert or contribution to

society etc.
I Principles may be end-result and patterned.

e.g. “To each according to her need. . . ”
e.g. Resources to be distributed in inverse proportion to height.
e.g. Maximisation of utility or average utility or equality etc.

I Principles may be historical and unpatterned.
e.g. Nozick’s entitlement theory.

I Principles cannot be end-result and unpatterned.
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The Principle of Acquisition
Nozick’s initial argument against Locke (174–175):
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Acquisition, Transfer and the Lockean Proviso

I Nozick accepts a (very weak) version of one of Locke’s
provisos:

I acquisition of unowned resources must leave “enough and as
good”.

I More specifically, he accepts what he takes to be Locke’s
intent.

I People must not be worse off as a result of the acquisition.
I Fewer things to acquire doesn’t count as being worse off in the

relevant sense.
I The proviso limits both acquisition and transfer.
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I What about other kinds of liberty?
I Nozick’s conception of property rights.
I The basis and nature of rights.
I What Nozick’s theory does not claim to justify:

I existing distributions of resources;
I any prohibition of persons freely instituting non-libertarian

institutions;
I etc.

I Further questions. . .
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