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The Morality of Property
Property rights are often contrasted with civil rights or human rights, with the implication being that property 
rights are of only instrumental or utilitarian signifi cance, whereas civil or human rights have some higher order 
value. This paper will contest this view, on two grounds. First, although property, human, and civil rights may 
all be justifi ed on utilitarian grounds, none of these rights can be reduced to case-by-case pragmatics. Second, 
property rights, no less than civil or human rights, cannot exist unless they are invested with the quality of moral 
rights. Cumulatively, these observations are consistent with the propositions that property is regarded as a moral 
right independent of its value in promoting human or civil rights; that the right to property is understood in key 
contexts to be a simple duty of abstention from interfering with the rights of others; and that the moral right to 
property is viewed as being distinct from the utilitarian justifi cations for a system of property rights.
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