From Libertarianism to Egalitarianism
1. Introduction

In 1989, a “radical” member of the newly elected city council of
what was then Leningrad announced that it was necessary to move
“from [Communism], through socialism, to Reaganism.”] One
may doubt that the former Soviet Union embodied either com-
munism or socialism_in the sense that Marx, for example, en-
visioned these ideals.” Be that as it may, | urge here that at least
with respect to one popular defense of libertarianism, the logic of
the argument impels us in the other direction. Acceptance of a
certain claim about the basis of natural property rights supports not
libertarianism but a strong form of egalitarianism. The rights claim
in question is a labor theory of property entitlement of the sort
advocated by Locke and Nozick, and used to argue for liber-
tarianism. The basis of this claim is the self-ownership principle,
on which I focus.

I argue that far from supporting libertarianism, self-ownership
is a premise in an argument for egalitarianism. This egalitarianism
is plausibly regarded as an interpretation of the needs principle, “to
each according to her needs,” that Marx would inscribe on the
banner of Communist society. The argument, briefly, is that the
labor theory of property entitlements (call it the “labor theory” for
short) does not give us any ri ghttothe resources we need to employ
our labor, but if we suppose there is such a right the resulting
principle is one of distribution according to need. In my case, the
argument is ad hominem. I do not accept natural rights talk. But I
argue that if one does accept the labor theory as a natural right on
the basis of self-ownership, egalitarianism rather than
libertarianism results. More precisely, I argue that the best way the
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39. Marx denies that it is a right as he understands the term, but sct that aside.
See Wood, “Marx and Equality” in Analytical Marxism, cd. John Roemer,
pp. 283-303.

40. Nielsen’s case for radical cgalitarianism |in Lquality and Liberty (Totowa,
New Jersey: Rowman and Liutleficld, 1985)} is motivated by a very different
sort of argument from wide reflective equilibrium rather than from natural
rights. Nielsen notes that this principle can apply only in circumstances of
relative material abundance, which he supposcs that at least in the industrial-
ized West we have autaincd—thanks to capitalism,

41. Equality and Liberty, pp. 62-63.

42. In fact for reasons that arc irrclevant here T think that any attempt to derive
a uniquely comect sct of principles of distributive justice will fail (see
“Revolution, Relativism, and Justice,” in Against the Current, forthcoming).

43. We might plausibly qualily this claim, as Niclsen docs, by ranking survival
needs and then needs in the “harm” sense belore needs for things required
to satisfy mere wants. The result is 1o make radical cgaliwarianism cven more
egalitarian,

44. Acknowledgments arc duc to Dan Farrcll, Don Hubin, Peter King, Andrew
Oldenquist, Bernard Roscn, and Jeltrey Scout for helpful discussions and
comments on previous drafts. Special thanks to Jan Narveson, who offered
written comments of an astounding level of detil and thoroughness.
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