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SOCIAL ANARCHISM AND

THE REJECTION OF PRIVATE
PROPERTY

Jesse Spafford

Authority dresses itself in two principal forms: the political form, that is the State; and
the economic form, that is private property.

Sébastien Faure1

I. Introduction

While anarchists stand uniformly opposed to the state, opinions diverge when it comes to what
form the economy should take.2 Within the world of contemporary analytic political philosophy,
proponents of anarchism tend to be either individualist anarchists or anarcho-capitalists, with both
varieties of anarchists maintaining that individuals can (a) unilaterally acquire full private property
rights over natural resources (though some individualist anarchists exclude land from this cat-
egory) and (b) exchange goods and services in a market. However, outside of academic philoso-
phy, the majority of self-identified anarchists endorse some variety of social anarchism that rejects
both markets and the private property rights on which they rest.3

This rejection of private property and markets cleanly demarcates social anarchism from its
market-friendly counterparts. However, one might wonder whether the position is genuinely
distinct from the socialist views to which social anarchism was supposed to serve as a libertarian
alternative. After all, Marxists have been heavily influenced by Friedrich Engels’ insistence that
a communist society would be a stateless one.4 And, while most socialists do envision the state
playing a prominent role in managing the economy, there are several influential exceptions
who argue that socialism is best realized via the dissolution of top-down state control in favor
of radically expanded, bottom-up democracy—a vision that many social anarchists similarly
endorse.5

This chapter argues that even when socialists and social anarchists affirm the same conclusions,
the latter arrive at those conclusions in a distinctively anarchist way. Specifically, the chapter pre-
sents an argument against private property that begins from premises that all varieties of anarchists
should be tempted to embrace, namely, those advanced by Michael Huemer in his recent argu-
ment for anarchism (or, more precisely, anarcho-capitalism).6 It then uses these premises—
coupled with Huemer’s intuition-driven approach to ethical reasoning—to demonstrate that the
non-consensual appropriation of unowned resources is theoretically unacceptable. In doing so, it
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provides a novel path to anti-capitalist conclusions that both expresses and defends the social
anarchist philosophical position.

II. Huemer’s Anarchism

Huemer’s argument against the state begins with the premise that the use of coercion—which
Huemer stipulatively defines as the use or threat of physical force—demands special justification.7

Given that the laws imposed by the state are backed by the threat of force, it then follows that
special justification must be given to legitimate these laws. To illustrate this point, Huemer con-
siders the case of the private individual who takes it upon herself to start levying taxes on her
neighbors, coercively regulating their behavior, and waging war against other neighborhoods.8

He argues that the vigilante’s behavior is intuitively impermissible, as there is no adequate justifi-
cation for her coercive behavior. However, most people see there being no moral problem when
these same actions are carried out by an agent of the state. Thus, Huemer suggests that most
people tacitly assume that there is something special about the state (as opposed to its actions) that
justifies its use of coercion.9

This special property is the state’s presumed possession of political authority—a moral status that
grants its possessor both a right to coercively rule and a right to be obeyed.10 Specifically,
Huemer suggests that these rights are governed by five principles: the rights are general in the
sense that they apply to (almost) all citizens; the rights are particular to the citizens and residents of
the governed territory; the rights obtain independently of the content of the laws enacted (exclud-
ing, perhaps, seriously unjust laws); the rights are comprehensive in the sense that the authority has
the right to govern a wide array of activities; and the state is supreme such that no other agent has
these same rights.11 It is this pair of fairly unrestricted rights that the vigilante lacks and the state
purportedly possesses, with this supposed difference explaining why only the state can permissibly
use coercion to tax, regulate, and wage war.

But what could ground these supposed rights? In virtue of what fact would the state’s use of
coercion be permissible given the impermissibility of identical acts by private individuals? As
Huemer notes, it is not easy to answer these questions, as many stock justifications for coercion
seem, upon reflection, to be insufficient:

If you have a friend who eats too many potato chips, you may try to convince him to give
them up. But if he won’t listen, you may not force him to stop. If you admire your neigh-
bor’s car, you may offer to buy it from him. But if he won’t sell, you may not threaten him
with violence. If you disagree with your coworker’s religious beliefs, you may try to convert
him. But if he won’t listen, you may not punch him in the nose. And so on. In common
sense ethics, the overwhelming majority of reasons for coercion fail as justifications.12

However, while these quick justifications for the right to coerce fail, the history of political phil-
osophy features many more sophisticated and elaborate defenses of the state’s right to coerce. In
the face of this array of purported grounds for political authority, Huemer’s argumentative strat-
egy involves identifying the most plausible and influential suggestions and arguing against each of
them in turn, typically by presenting counterexamples where the purported ground of political
authority obtains but the authority figure in question still seems to act impermissibly in employ-
ing coercion. Given the apparent failure of the posited accounts to ground political authority,
Huemer concludes that the state thereby has no more right to be obeyed and/or enforce its
edicts than a non-state actor has. Finally, he moves from this position of philosophical anarchism
(i.e., the denial that the state has authority) to a defense of political anarchism wherein he argues
for the abolition of the state.
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Huemer’s political anarchism rests on the proposal that all the valuable functions of the state
(e.g., the provision of security) can—and should—be taken over by private associations and firms
funded by voluntary market exchange rather than taxes. He, thus, expounds a distinctly anarcho-
capitalist version of anarchism wherein the rejection of the state’s authority is accompanied by an
affirmation of private property rights. However, this chapter will argue that the same consider-
ations and argumentative approach that lead Huemer to reject state authority also militate against
the conversion of natural resources into private property via purported acts of initial appropri-
ation. Specifically, the following sections will mimic Huemer’s argument, beginning with
a discussion of the coerciveness of private property before considering—and rejecting—the most
plausible posited grounds for the right to coercively enforce property claims. Given the apparent
absence of an adequate ground for the right to property, the chapter concludes that those moved
by Huemer’s argument against political authority ought to be social anarchists, rejecting private
property along with the state.

III. Private Property and Coercion

As noted above, Huemer’s starting premise is that the activities of the state require special justifi-
cation because they are coercive, with all laws resting on the threat that physical force will be
employed against non-compliers. However, the same is also true of private property claims: to
assert that one has the right to some object or land is to maintain that one has the right to
exclude others, where that right implies the permissibility of coercive enforcement. Indeed, when
the purported owner of some object says, “This is mine, you can’t touch it,” this expression
includes a tacit “or else,” where what is threatened almost always includes physical force of the
kind that makes her claim coercive in Huemer’s sense.

Further, just as the state’s use of coercion demands special justification, so, too, does the
enforcement of property rights. Recall that Huemer illustrates his claim about the need for special
justification by drawing attention to the intuitive unacceptability of coercive state activities when
those activities are carried out by a non-state actor. However, one can appropriate this strategy to
highlight the troubling aspects of coercive property rights enforcement. Indeed, just as the actions
of the state seem impermissible when carried out by a non-authority figure, the enforcement of
property rights claims by a non-owner seems similarly unacceptable.

To illustrate this point, consider the case of a cruise ship that docks at a previously undiscov-
ered island. The passengers are excited to spend the day exploring the island, but, before they
have a chance to disembark, one passenger runs to the end of the gangplank and declares,

Sorry, but I have decided that this island is for my personal use only! I forbid any of
you from setting foot on it—unless, of course, you pay me $50 and take off your shoes
before getting off the boat.

When the first passenger in line ignores this edict and walks onto the island, the declaration–
issuer’s friends rush over and seize the “trespasser” and begin binding her wrists and ankles. She
struggles a bit, but after they spray sunscreen in her eyes, she stops resisting and is carried back
onto the ship and locked in one of the cabins until she agrees to stay off the island.

If someone behaved like the declaration-issuer, she would be widely viewed as a menace and
kidnapper who wrongfully denies people the freedom to go where they wish. However, when
a property owner does the same thing—that is, relies on violence and the infliction of harm to
protect some sphere of influence—most people don’t see any moral problem. Thus, just as
people tolerate coercion when it is employed by purported authorities, they also seem willing to
tolerate the coercive acts carried out by purported property owners.
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Further, note that the rights popularly ascribed to property owners strongly resemble the
rights of authority ascribed to the state: they are general in the sense that they apply to all other
persons who come into contact with the owner’s property (just as an authority claims to govern
all those who enter its territory); they are comprehensive in the sense that the owner has the right
to fully determine what happens with her property; they are particular in the sense that the prop-
erty owner gets to regulate only those who come into contact with her property; and the owner
is supreme in that no other agent has the same rights as she does with respect to her property.
Finally, and most importantly for the purposes of this chapter, the rights are content-independent:
whether or not a person holds a property right does not depend on what she does with the
claimed resource (within the bounds of respecting others’ rights) or what effect her possession of
the resource has on others. This independence doesn’t have to be absolute; for example, it may
be the case that one has rights over a thing just in case no serious harm will befall others as
a result of their exclusion. However, one cannot be said to genuinely own a thing if, for
example, one’s rights over that thing are contingent on using it in a way that is maximally effi-
cient or furthers some other moral end.13

For proponents of property rights, the fact that such rights share both the form and the coer-
cive element of political authority represents something of a problem given that, as Huemer
notes, it is difficult to find adequate justifications for coercion beyond consent and self-defense.14

Indeed, Huemer goes through the prominent proposed justifications for state coercion and argues
that each fails, thereby demonstrating just how hard it is to find an adequate ground for permissible
coercion. Of course, proponents of property rights have provided their own set of arguments pur-
porting to demonstrate that property owners have the right to coercively exclude others. However,
as this chapter will now argue, even the most promising of these accounts fail to adequately justify
the coercion associated with private property. Thus, just as Huemer judges the state to be lacking
in authority, the chapter will conclude that no one has the right to coercively enforce property
claims.15

IV. Transformation and Control

While it isn’t possible to consider every proposed ground for property rights, there are several
popular proposals that have received the endorsement of prominent defenders of private property.
If it can be shown that these accounts do not succeed, that will at least be suggestive that no
such grounds can be found (though, as with proposed bases for political authority, it is possible
that a successful justification might one day be found). Specifically, this chapter will consider
three influential accounts of how persons acquire the right to exclude others from previously
unowned natural resources, beginning with a Lockean “labor-mixing” view championed by
Edward Feser.16 The chapter will then turn to discussing compensation-based accounts and an
alternative labor-mixing account in sections V and VI.

According to Feser, a person gains rights over previously unowned natural resources by either
(a) gaining control of or (b) sufficiently modifying those resources.17 Thus, a homesteader who
tills the soil of some unowned patch of land or builds a sizeable fence around its perimeter would
thereby come to own that land. However, consideration of other cases casts doubt on Feser’s
proposal. Consider, for example, the case of a person who deliberately starts a wildfire that
scorches an entire forest, blackening thousands of acres of trees and earth. Suppose that a hiker
then tries to enter the forest to survey the damage. May the fire-starter have the hiker imprisoned
or threaten to shoot her if she does not leave the burned area? Surely not. Thus, the mere modi-
fication of land and objects seems insufficient to render coercive exclusion permissible.

Why does Feser think otherwise? To defend his thesis, he considers various cases of resource
modification and argues that the more significant the modification of the resource, the more
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plausible an associated ownership claim becomes. For example, he suggests that whittling a piece
of driftwood plausibly grants ownership in a way that blowing air on it does not. Similarly, while
pouring a can of tomato juice into the sea does not plausibly generate ownership rights, Feser
contends that, in the case where one pours a large quantity of nuclear waste into a body of water
such that it begins to glow bright green, “it would not be implausible in such cases to say that
I have come to acquire the sea.”18

It does not seem charitable to take Feser’s contention to be that making the sea glow an
irradiated green makes it plausible that one owns the sea, as this judgment would seem to run
quite contrary to commonsense intuitive judgments. Rather, he is better understood as claiming
that it is more plausible that one owns the sea in this case than in the tomato juice case. Indeed,
the comparative nature of his claim is more clearly evinced in his description of a third case
wherein he suggests that, while it would be “absurd” to think that the United States government
owns Pluto (which no person has ever set foot on), it “would not be absurd for the United States
government … to claim ownership of the area of the moon’s surface on which Apollo 11
landed.”19

The claim, then, seems to be that if modification and/or control increases the plausibility of
ownership, then a suitably extensive amount of modification/control is sufficient for ownership.
However, an additional problem with this argument—beyond the counterexample discussed
above—is that if some fact obtaining enhances the plausibility of a proposition, that might merely
show that the fact is a necessary condition of that proposition being true rather than a sufficient
condition. For example, the claim that someone has memorized Tolstoy’s War and Peace would
be much more plausible if they had read the book at least once than if they had never heard of
it. However, it does not follow that having read the book is a sufficient condition for having
memorized it. Alternatively, judgments of plausibility might not track anything of moral rele-
vance. For example, it seems much more plausible that the King of Thailand is the legitimate
ruler of that country than a pediatrician from Texas. However, it does not follow that the rules
of royal succession ground political authority (they are neither a necessary nor sufficient condition
of such authority).

The suggestion that control might ground the permissibility of coercive exclusion—where
“control” denotes the physical ability to determine what happens to a thing (e.g., via the building
of a fence or the deployment of guard dogs)—also seems to run contrary to commonsense
morality.20 Suppose that the pushy passenger in the island case was able to quickly get ashore and
repeatedly knock back the gangplank, thereby preventing other passengers from accessing the
island. It does not seem that this success entitles her to then deploy violence against anyone who
does manage to make it ashore. Indeed, the conclusion that she is so entitled seems to rest on an
unacceptable inference from de facto to de jure control of resources. Alternatively, one might
note that the right to coercively exclude is a right to use force to control a space, with this
method of establishing control being what demands justification. Given this, it is unclear how
appealing to the fact that control has been established via force—as Feser does when he cites
the deployment of guard dogs as one means of establishing control—can ground its own
permissibility.21

In response to this objection, the defender of Feser might suggest that it is the non-coercive
control of some resource that grounds the permissibility of coercive control of that resource. In
this way, his claim about control could be largely sustained without the problematic assertion
that states of affairs can be self-justifying. However, first, the gangplank case casts doubt on the
inference from non-coercive control to rightful ownership. And, second, note that the use of
force to control some resource is only necessary if non-coercive forms of control prove inad-
equate—i.e., one has not established control of the resource through non-coercive means alone. In
other words, even if one grants that the non-coercive control of resources entails the
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permissibility of coercive control of those resources, any use of coercion entails the absence of
such non-coercive control. Thus, there can be no instance of coercive exclusion that is permis-
sible in virtue of there being prior non-coercive control of the resource.

Why think that control—either coercive or non-coercive—grounds property rights? Feser
provides two arguments to support this contention. First, he makes the comparative plausibility
argument discussed above, citing the moon lander case as evidence that establishing control is
a plausible form of initial appropriation. However, as discussed above, such comparative assess-
ments do not establish the desired conclusion. Second, Feser argues that control is what grounds
people’s self-ownership—i.e., the rights they have to use their bodies, exclude others from using
their bodies, transfer these rights to their bodies, etc. He posits that what grounds these intui-
tively plausible rights is that we exercise control over our bodies; indeed, a person gains the rights
over her body by “just ‘showing up’ and being the first to ‘take possession’” of it, with coercive
enforcement of those rights then becoming permissible.22 Further, if establishing control is how
one gains ownership rights of one’s body, why wouldn’t establishing control of a natural resource
also give one rights over that resource?23

There are three quick responses that can be made to this argument. First, the argument rests
on an equivocation between the kind of control one has of one’s body and the kind of control
Feser associates with initial appropriation. In the case of the body, the agent exercises direct con-
trol over the body in the sense that she can manipulate the body simply by willing it to do cer-
tain things; by contrast, the control over resources Feser describes involves physically keeping
others from being able to manipulate those resources, e.g., by building a fence or placing armed
guards around a patch of land.24 However, if agential control is what makes the thesis of self-
ownership plausible, it is unclear why physical control would make resource ownership
plausible.25

Second, even if one grants that both forms of control are equally relevant to establishing own-
ership, Brian McElwee persuasively argues that the plausibility of the self-ownership thesis stems
not only from the fact that one controls one’s own body, but also from the facts that one feels pain
and pleasure through one’s body, one needs one’s body, and one’s body is irreplaceable when it
comes to satisfying this need.26 If these conditions are individually necessary and jointly sufficient
for having ownership of an object, then mere control of a natural resource will not suffice to
establish ownership of that resource.

Finally, if one takes seriously Feser’s control thesis, then it would seemingly follow that
parents own their children. After all, assuming that agency emerges in children sometime after
birth, the parents of a child are the first people to “show up and take possession” of its body.
Thus, they would seemingly have the right to that body, with the agent who comes to
inhabit that body being analogous to the latecomer who arrives at a patch of land that has
already been fenced in.27 This implausible conclusion would seem to be a reductio of Feser’s
argument.28

V. Compensation

Rather than ground property rights in modification or control, many defenders of private prop-
erty contend that some resource can be converted into private property if the exclusion is to the
benefit of the excluded—or, at the very least, leaves them no worse off than they would have
been in some relevant baseline scenario. Most famously, John Locke suggests that appropriation
of natural resources could occur if “enough and as good” is left for others (and certain other
conditions are met).29 Similarly, Robert Nozick argues that an act of appropriation can occur if
it leaves others no worse off than they would have been in a world without private property
rights.30 And David Schmidtz argues that appropriation of resources can occur when it prevents
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the destruction of the commons, as such appropriation leaves the excluded (and latecomers
in particular) better off than they would have otherwise been in terms of access to those
resources.31

Alternatively, many defenders of property rights appeal to the benefits that all persons derive
from a system of private property, with initial appropriation then sanctioned because it is necessary
for bringing about such a system. For example, Loren Lomasky argues that, given that human beings
are inclined toward the pursuit of projects—and the pursuit of projects requires de facto control
rights over land and resources—the possession of private property rights is a necessary condition of
living a rich and meaningful life.32 He maintains that it is only through sustained control of claimed
property that a person can effectively develop her talents, realize her plans, and express herself and
her vision. Similarly, Eric Mack argues that the sustained discretionary control of natural resources
plays a key role in “individuals’ living their own lives in their own chosen ways” via purposive
activity.33 Bas van der Vossen argues that the control of resources is necessary for both “securing the
necessities of life” and pursuing projects that are “central to a full and meaningful life.”34 And Jason
Brennan, in addition to endorsing Lomasky’s proposal, argues that owning property is crucial to feel-
ing “at home” in the world and protecting the owner’s sentimental attachments to the particular
resources that she has incorporated into her life.35

However, the fact that coercion ultimately benefits some other person would not seem to be an
adequate justification for that act. As an illustration of this point, consider the case of two cast-
aways stranded on an island with minimal resources. After a few months of bare subsistence,
something fortunate happens: a small motorboat washes up onto the beach. However, when the
castaways attempt to climb into the boat, they quickly discover that the boat can only carry one
of them, as the weight of both causes the bow to submerge. Thinking quickly, one castaway
says to the other,

You have to get out of the boat. There is only room for one of us, and I’m taking it.
I can’t live my life here; I have goals to achieve and a family back home. I’m sorry, but
you need to get back on the beach.

Unwilling to be cowed by her pushy companion, the second castaway refuses to move, crossing
her arms defiantly. In response to this refusal to comply, the first castaway declares that
the second “has left her no choice” and punches her in the face, physically knocking her off the
boat and leaving her bloodied on the beach. Stubbornly, the beaten castaway staggers back to the
boat and again tries to climb aboard, but the first pushes her back down and quickly binds her
arms and legs, as it is clear this is the only way to keep her from the boat.36 “I’m sorry it had to
come to this,” the pushy castaway says, “But, ultimately, this is for your benefit! If I were to stay
on the island, there would be many fewer resources to go around; indeed, my departure effect-
ively doubles your wealth! So, you really have no basis for complaint here.” She then fires up
the engine and motors off toward civilization.

Does the fact that the pushy castaway leaves her companion (significantly) better off in the
long run render her use of coercion permissible? Seemingly not. Repeatedly punching and tem-
porarily confining another remains impermissible, even if those actions leave her better off all
things considered. It seems clear in this case that the pushy castaway acted impermissibly. How-
ever, this assessment would apply equally to the coercion deployed by those property rights
claimants: the fact that one person exercising control over some resource would make another’s
life much better does not make it permissible for the former to threaten, attack, or imprison the
latter as a means of controlling that resource.

Note that this conclusion holds even when coercion generates significant benefits for both the
coercer and the coerced. Indeed, in the island case, both parties benefit significantly from the
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pushy castaway’s employment of coercion, yet the described use of force still seems impermis-
sible. Additionally, consider what Huemer says about mutually beneficial coercion:

Normally, it is wrong to threaten a person with violence to force compliance with
some plan of yours. This is generally true even if your plan is mutually beneficial and
otherwise morally acceptable. Thus, suppose you are at a board meeting at which you
and the other members are discussing how to improve your company’s sales. You know
that the best way to do this is to hire the Sneaku Ad Agency. Your plan will be morally
unobjectionable and highly beneficial to the company. Nevertheless, the other members
are not convinced. So you pull out your handgun and order them to vote for your pro-
posal. This behavior would be unacceptable, even though you are acting for everyone’s
benefit and even though your plan is the right one.37

While Huemer intends this case to call into question a purported justification for state authority,
it seems to apply equally to the coercive enforcement of property rights: it is wrong to use the
threat of violence to force people to act in a certain way with respect to natural resources, even
if that plan is otherwise unobjectionable and to everyone’s significant benefit.

In addition to the Sneaku case, Huemer’s arguments against paternalistic coercion also bear dir-
ectly on this proposed ground for property rights. Specifically, Huemer considers the case of
a person who threatens another with a gun in order to get the latter to stop eating potato chips that
were contributing to premature death due to heart disease. In this case, Huemer contends that the
use of coercion is “indefensible” despite the fact that it would prevent significant harm from befall-
ing the chip-eater.38 In other words, he takes coercion to be impermissible even if it provides a very
large benefit to the coerced party. Given that the benefits of private property are almost always smal-
ler than those accrued by the chip-eater (namely, being saved from a painful premature death), the
fact that the latter cannot justify coercion implies that the former cannot either.

Granted, Huemer also presents a case that seems to elicit the opposite intuition from his pater-
nalism case, namely a case where coercion is used to keep a lifeboat from sinking. In this case, he
suggests that the benefit of everyone not drowning justifies a person using coercion to force
everyone else to bail water.39 However, first, one might think that there is an important disanal-
ogy between lifeboat-style cases and the case of private property: while the absence of coercion
in the lifeboat case results in everyone suffering severe harm, the absence of private property
merely results in foregone material benefit (albeit, potentially significant benefit). Second, even if
one thinks there is an analogy between the disaster that comes from not bailing water and the
disaster of not having property rights, note that the general principle most plausibly derived from
the lifeboat case is that coercion is permissible if (a) it is necessary to avoid severe harm and (b)
that harm is much worse than the coercion and its effects. However, very few private property
claims meet these jointly sufficient conditions. Thus, the most that the defender of property
rights could derive from the lifeboat case is the conclusion that one could use coercion to
exclude others from the bare quantity of resources necessary to ensure their survival—and only
when such exclusion did not similarly imperil those excluded.

Further, one might reasonably deny that the permissibility of coercion in such cases implies
that the coercer has a genuine property right over the resources in question. Recall from Section
II that one of the defining features of a property right is that it is content-independent—i.e., the
right obtains largely irrespective of one’s use of the owned resource or others’ relations to it.
However, if this is a defining feature of a property right, then permissible exclusion grounded in
necessity will not qualify as such, as the right to coerce would immediately vanish if either (a)
the coercion was no longer necessary to avoid severe harm or (b) the coerced party would suffer
comparable harm from being coerced. Given that the principle of severe harm avoidance makes
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the permissibility of coercive exclusion contingent on a fairly narrow set of circumstances obtain-
ing, it cannot ground any sort of genuine property right.

VI. Expropriation of Labor

The final proposal to be considered here is another neo-Lockean labor-mixing view wherein it is
held that coercive exclusion is permitted when persons have labored on some natural resource.
Specifically, a popular suggestion is that once a person labors on a resource, any unpermitted use
or appropriation of that resource amounts to the expropriation of that person’s labor. It is then
maintained that the laborer has a prior right against such expropriation, with this right grounding
the permissibility of her coercively excluding others from the resource. For example, Mack
argues that taking—and, presumably, using without permission—something in which a person
has invested her labor is an expropriation of that labor and thereby a violation of her right to
self-ownership.40 Indeed, he argues that taking a created thing is the same kind of expropriation
of labor as forcing another to make something for one’s own benefit.41 Similarly, John Simmons
argues that when a person works on a resource, she incorporates it into her plans such that any
unpermitted use of that resource would be “a violation of [her] right to govern [herself].”42

There are two problems with this account. First, some of the same counterexamples that
plague the transformation account can be repurposed to raise doubts about invested labor as
a grounds for permissible coercion. Consider the forest fire case, but add in the stipulation that
the fire-starter expends significant effort to start that fire—e.g., by gathering a large pile of shred-
ded bark and kindling that she finally ignites after hours of intense labor rubbing sticks together.
Now, suppose that someone seeks to hike through the scorched territory, only to be stopped by
the fire-starter who, with gun drawn, says,

If you walk through this land, that’s equivalent to you having forced me to go through
all that effort for your benefit! I refuse to let you enslave me in this way, so I’ll shoot
you if you set foot on the product of my labor.

In this case, the appeal to invested labor seems inadequate to render exclusionary coercion
permissible.

It might be suggested that the fire-starter’s demand is unreasonable because the hiker moving
through the forest does not preclude the fire-starter from enjoying the fruits of her own labor.
Indeed, it seems more like the hiker is free-riding on the efforts of the fire-starter rather than
forcing the latter to labor for her benefit. By contrast, if the hiker were to somehow take the
forest away from the fire-starter, the latter would have a better claim to having been wronged in
a way that warrants the use of coercion to prevent that outcome from obtaining. However, even
if one were to affirm this suggestion that the fire-starter is wronged by expropriation—though
not by mere free-riding—it would still be the case that an appeal to expropriation could ground
only a very limited set of property rights, where those rights included a right against expropri-
ation but not a full exclusion right (as there would be no right to exclude when others’ use of
the owned thing does not preclude use by the owner).

Further, it is unclear that invested labor makes it permissible to use coercion to prevent expro-
priation. Suppose, for example, that the hiker attempted to carry away some of the charcoaled
byproducts of the fire. Would the fire-starter’s efforts make it permissible for her to threaten the
hiker with imprisonment if the latter did not immediately return the blackened wood? Again,
the answer seems to be no.

In addition to this apparent counterexample, there is a circularity problem for any account of
property rights that appeals to labor investment to ground the permissibility of coercive exclusion.
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To see this, consider the case of a vandal who receives permission from a car owner to repaint
the latter’s rightfully owned car. However, suppose that, upon completing the paint job, the
vandal tries to forcibly prevent the owner from driving away in the car, arguing that the owner
is taking her labor, where such expropriation amounts to her having been forced to paint the car
for the owner’s sole benefit. In this case, it seems clear that the vandal’s claim lacks merit and her
use of coercion is impermissible.

Why does her claim lack merit? The obvious answer is that claims about expropriation are
made against a background of property rights, where those rights constrain what counts as expro-
priation. In this case, the car owner has both the right to exclude the vandal from laboring on
her car and the independent right to use her car. Thus, while the owner waives her exclusion
right, her use right persists, meaning that she acts fully within her rights when she drives away in
the painted car. Given that the action that precludes the vandal from enjoying the fruits of her
labor is an action to which the owner has a right, the vandal has no legitimate basis for
a complaint of expropriation.43

However, if rights-protected action cannot be expropriative (as the vandal case suggests), then
the expropriation justification for property rights becomes circular. Note that the proposed
account maintains that some person has a right to exclude others from a labored-on resource—
i.e., owns the resource in virtue of the fact she has labored on it—(if and) only if their use of
that resource would expropriate the labor she has invested in that resource. But, given that prop-
erty rights constrain what counts as expropriation, the other parties would be expropriating the
person’s labor only if they have no right to use the resource. Further, presuming that, in the
absence of property rights the world is unowned and all are at liberty to use the available natural
resources, those others would lack a right to use that resource only if the original person owned
the labored-on resource. Thus, on the expropriation account, it follows that some person owns
a labored-on resource only if they own that labored-on resource. Given this vicious circularity,
the expropriation account ought to be rejected.

To this point, it might be objected that the vandal case involves labor on an owned object (the
car) while the purported acts of initial appropriation involve labor on unowned land and resources.
However, note that ownership is not a single unitary right but, rather, a bundle of rights including
the rights to use, exclude, transfer, etc. Further, note that when some resource is said to be
“unowned,” this means that all persons may permissibly use that resource—i.e., they have a right
to use that resource. Thus, the term “unowned” is somewhat misleading, as it implies that all
persons have (very) partial ownership of the resource, where such ownership involves possessing
a use right but none of the other rights that come in the “full ownership” bundle. However, this
means that an unowned resource is relevantly analogous to the car in the vandal case, as there
the car owner has waived her exclusion right, leaving her with the same kind of partial ownership
that all persons have over unowned resources. Granted, the car owner still retains some additional
rights beyond the right to use (e.g., a transfer right). However, the intuitive judgment stays the
same even if one modifies the case by stipulating that all such rights had been previously waived:
the vandal still has no basis for complaint when the (partial) owner of the car drives off with her
labor. Given this, the person who labors on some “unowned” natural resource would equally seem
to have no basis for complaint when one of its many partial owners walks off with it.

VII. The Anarchist Society

The previous sections of this chapter have attempted to extend Huemer’s argument against polit-
ical authority to indict private property as well, adopting his argumentative strategy and core
premises to show that the coercive exclusion associated with private property is impermissible.
Specifically, it has considered three of the most influential defenses of private property and
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argued that none succeeds in grounding the permissibility of its associated coercion. However, if
this conclusion is correct, one might wonder about the specific political implications of this nor-
mative result. After all, Huemer concludes his book with a lengthy discussion of how a society
might function in the absence of a state; thus, one might reasonably ask how a society might
function without private property.

In order to answer to this question, one must first determine whether all coercive control of
resources is impermissible or whether certain instances of coercion are permissible, just not the
kind associated with the content-independent control posited by defenders of property rights. Some
egalitarian-minded social anarchists might be inclined to think that coercive exclusion from
resources is permissible if it is the only way to ensure that all persons live equally good lives (bar-
ring, perhaps, inequalities that result from certain sorts of negligent choices). To see what is
appealing about this position, consider the case of two castaways stranded on an island lush with
peanut plants. One castaway is allergic to peanuts but good at catching fish, whereas the other
lacks the arm strength and coordination needed to catch fish. The net result of these differences
is that the two are able to live equally good lives, one fishing and sleeping on the beach while
the other forages for food inland. However, suppose that one day the allergic castaway begins
clearcutting the densest area of peanut plants so that she has a place to play soccer. Further, sup-
pose that the destruction of these plants would impose a great hardship on the uncoordinated
castaway, as she would then have to spend many more tedious and difficult hours each day for-
aging for the scarce peanuts that remain.

Given these stipulations, would it be permissible for the uncoordinated castaway to use coer-
cion to prevent the allergic castaway from destroying the plants on which her quality of life
depends? Some egalitarian anarchists might answer in the affirmative, contending that the permis-
sibility of the coercion is grounded in the fact that it is necessary to ensure that the uncoordin-
ated castaway doesn’t live a worse life than her companion (due to no fault of her own). In
other words, they would endorse a limited and content-dependent right to coercively exclude
others, where the permissibility of any act of coercion is determined by some egalitarian principle
of distributive justice.

If one adopts this view, then the social anarchist political prescription is fairly straightfor-
ward: each person should limit her holdings to just the resources assigned to her by the relevant
egalitarian principle of distributive justice (e.g., the resources that will allow her to live as good
of a life as everyone else). If others are hoarding more than their fair share, she may take the
appropriate portion of those resources.44 And, if others try to take her portion, she may fend
them off so long as she operates within the constraints of proportionality. Further, people may
band together to form whatever organizations help them to obtain and protect their just
shares.45

Of course, many empirical questions remain regarding what holdings realize the egalitarian
ideal and how those holdings can best be brought about. However, the defender of the norma-
tive position can remain agnostic about what kinds of actions and institutional arrangements will
best advance this end. While it will eventually be necessary to answer these questions, she can
insist that her view simply articulates the moral boundaries that constrain all proposed institutions,
namely that such institutions may only make use non-consensual coercion if that coercion is
necessary for bringing about or sustaining an egalitarian arrangement.

Alternatively, some social anarchists might reject the intuition that coercion is permissible in
the peanut case. Given this rejection, they would insist that the coercive control of resources is
always impermissible, except when it has been consented to by the victim or, perhaps, when such
control is necessary to avoid some sort of moral catastrophe. This position imposes stricter limits
on what forms society can permissibly take. Specifically, it would sanction only two forms of
resource management, each with its own drawbacks, but both of which avoid the coercion that

Social Anarchism and Private Property

337



is omnipresent in regimes of private property (and that persists in a more limited form in the
egalitarian anarchist society).

The first form of resource management would be an arrangement of free resource use: all per-
sons could do what they wanted with resources so long as they didn’t act on one another’s
bodies in the process. Of course, absent the right to control these resources, there would be
limited incentive for self-interested producers to improve those resources, as others would be free
to come and carry off the fruits of their labor. Thus, one might expect the radical anarchist soci-
ety to be much poorer than its capitalist or egalitarian counterpart (though the ratio of produc-
tion done for the sake of self-interest vs. community benefit would also be much lower—a result
that many social anarchists would find favorable).46

To mitigate this incentives problem, a producer in a social anarchist society might opt for an
alternative form of resource management wherein she acquires the right to coercively exclude others
from her products by obtaining their consent. A low-cost version of this approach would involve
getting the consent of just those individuals who are geographically and epistemically positioned to
take her products. While this would not give her the right to coercively exclude the people who
she did not consult, she might be willing to gamble that these people will not attempt to take her
product. For example, she has little need to worry about people living hundreds of miles away
coming to take her product, particularly if those people do not know that such production is occur-
ring. Thus, she may reasonably decide the cost of obtaining their consent is greater than the risk of
them learning about her product and traveling a long distance to take it.

Alternatively, producers seeking greater security could pursue universal consent via a federated
decision-making structure where local councils reach decisions about how society ought to be
arranged via consensus—i.e., by getting each of their members to consent to the proposed decision.
Each council would then send a representative to a central council to advocate for the arrange-
ment approved by her local council. This central council would then use a consensus procedure
to settle on some negotiated position, with representatives then returning to their local councils
to get final approval (again, via consensus). Once such approval has been given, the arrangement
in question will have received universal consent. Thus, a federated decision-making system
would allow coercively enforceable holdings to arise through the granting of consent by all
potentially affected parties.47

This is only a quick sketch of how universal consent could be achieved, with the subject
deserving a more thorough critical discussion than can be given here. However, even absent
a careful examination of institutional design, it seems reasonable to conclude that any procedure
capable of generating universal consent will be unwieldy and significantly less efficient than
a system of non-consensual private property enforcement. This may simply be the price of living
in a society that does not tolerate the casual use of coercion to coordinate human affairs. After
all, one of the advantages of coercion is that it allows people to carry out their projects without
having to go through the trouble of consulting others, as their resistance can be suppressed with
violence. However, as Section V has argued, this convenience and efficiency is not sufficient for
rendering that coercion permissible.

This conclusion about the form society ought to take is admittedly a radical one. Further,
even absent society-wide acceptance of the anarchist normative position, the view still has
a radical implication when it comes to one’s everyday behavior, namely that it is wrong to use
coercion to sustain control of one’s holdings (with a possible exception being made if those hold-
ings represent one’s “fair share” of the available natural resources). What this chapter has
attempted to show is that while these conclusions are radical, they follow from eminently plaus-
ible premises about what does and does not justify the use of coercion. Thus, absent an equally
radical reconsideration of when coercion is permissible, there is little choice but to follow the
argument where it leads, namely to the social anarchist rejection of state and private property.
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