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Liberty and Equality: Dworkin’s Harmonization and Its Limits
GAO Jingzhu

Abstract: In contemporary political philosophy, liberty and equality are two basic political values, and
many scholars are thinking about how to deal with the relationship between liberty and equality. Ronald
Dworkin did not discuss the relationship between liberty and equality in a broad sense, but studied the
relationship between negative liberty and distributive equality, and discussed the position of liberty in the
“equality of resources” constructed by himself. Dworkin has a distinctive view on the relationship between
liberty and equality. He thinks that equality is a supreme virtue, and liberty and equality can be compatible.
If there is a conflict between liberty and equality, then liberty will be defeated. This paper puts forward
challenges to Dworkin’s above viewpoints from three aspects. First, Dworkin’s argument starting point when
dealing with the relationship between liberty and equality is the end point to be achieved. That is, Dworkin’s
argument is suspected of “circular argument”. Second, although Dworkin thinks that liberty and equality
can coexist harmoniously, he still discusses how to reconcile possible conflicts between liberty and equality,
and thinks that “two-step interest-based strategy” cannot be used to resolve the possible conflicts between
liberty and equality, while “one-step constitutive strategy” will be a useful alternative. However, the two-
step interest-based strategy does not violate the individual’s basic political liberty as Dworkin thinks, and
the one-step constitutive strategy Dworkin has always adhered to not only fails to provide guarantee for the
supremacy of equality, but gives liberty a priority. Third, Dworkin’s theory of resource equality does not
express equal care and respect for every citizen as Dworkin said, and the equality of resources is not the best
embodiment of abstract egalitarian principle.

Keywords: liberty; equality; equality of resources; ethical individualism; Ronald Dworkin



