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“Democracy is a never final achievement. It is a call to effort, 
to sacrifice, and a willingness to live and to die in its defense”

John F. Kennedy
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Introduction

I. This book contains the fundamentals of the lessons on which 
I lectured at Georgetown University in the course titled “Equality, 
Welfare State & Democracy” during my time there as FLAD Visiting 
Professor at the Government Department in 2017.

As the title of the Course suggests, we discussed several topics 
related to the way in which our societies are built and organized 
and tried to build links and bridges between the subjects of Equality, 
Welfare State and Democracy in Western countries.

Currently, there is a general understanding of the principle of 
equality, considering that is enshrined in almost every international 
covenant or Constitution approved after World War II, although 
difficulties remain when attempting to clearly define equality. 
Beyond those difficulties, we can say that the principle of equality is 
currently part of the concept of citizenship. In Western consolidated 
democracies, it is generally understood that others should not be 
discriminated against due to their gender, race, religion, nationality, or 
other identifying characteristic. The principle of equality is, therefore, 
part of our lives and is commonly accepted as something both natural 
and statutory. What people might forget is that there are a link and a 
strong connection between the principle of equality and the origin 
of the Welfare State, on one hand; and between both of them and 
the appearance, the development and above all the consolidation of 
the democratic regimes, on the other hand. Moreover, despite the 
simplicity of this normative principle, equality is a relative concept, 
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meaning that there are a number of conceptions of how the State 
should best approach it in the relationship with its citizens.

Given the range of state approaches to the concept of equality, 
the intent of the course was to provide a broad understanding of the 
policies aimed at dealing with socioeconomic inequality in democratic 
systems. Having said that, we also know that the course touches in 
one of the most profound dilemmas of the history of mankind – the 
traditional struggle between the common good and the individual 
liberty; the traditional struggle between the general well-being and 
the freedom of choice; the traditional struggle between egalitarians 
and libertarians; the traditional struggle between those who defend 
the concept of formal equality and those that go beyond and defend 
the concept of substantive equality or equality of fair opportunity; 
the traditional struggle between liberal economists and Keynesian 
economists; the difference between those who defend that the best way 
to achieve equality is by using of the market and those that defend that 
free market produces inequality and thus the road to social justice must 
be settled by the State and through public policies. That’s what this 
course was about. That’s what this book is about as well.

II. In order to adequately address these topics, we chose to divide the 
course into different parts: 

In Part One, we concentrated our efforts on the principle of 
equality. We studied this principle’s foundations and concepts and 
tried to understand the difference between the principle of formal 
equality and the principle of substantive equality or the principle of 
equality of fair opportunity. To better understand the principle of 
equality, we studied its evolution, beginning with the Greeks until the 
contemporary era, through the Stoics and the Christians, the thinkers 
from the Enlightenment Age and the advent of the Constitutional Era. 
We also dedicated some lectures reading and trying to understand 
different points of view of the thinkers, lawmakers, philosophers, and 
economists whose main aim was the formal principle of equality and 
those that stood by the substantive principle of equality. For the same 
reasons, we studied libertarianism and utilitarianism to better understand 
those that do not accept equality as a moral principle, taking into 
account that some of them try to replace the principle of equality by 
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similar principles, namely the principle of sufficiency or the principle 
of dignity. Since the application of the principle of equality depends 
on law and its enforcement, we also focused on the legal framework 
that contemplates this principle, both in international treaties and in 
constitutional or legal texts from several Western countries. We focused 
on the influence of the United States in spreading the principle of 
equality after the Civil War, and revisited some foundational edicts from 
the United States history, namely from the Reconstruction Civil Rights 
to the Civil Rights Act of 1964. As we’ll see further on, we concluded 
that the effective application of the principle of equality depends 
as well on the existence of coercive laws with the characteristics of 
abstraction and generality. The enforcement of the equality principle 
depends on the existence of the usual so-called “hard law”, i.e., 
legislative norms issued by State actors both at an international and 
at a national level. In addition to hard law, we discussed the role of 
so-called “soft law”, i.e., norms launched by non-State actors such as 
private sector companies, workers unions, and non-governmental 
organizations, namely codes of conduct and collective agreements. 
Moreover, we stressed that the concept of substantive equality is 
dependent upon the assumption of affirmative actions that aim to 
promote traditionally-marginalized groups. In conclusion, we found 
that the Welfare State and the role of the Government acting in the 
interest of its citizens is based upon the principles of equality and social 
justice. Given that equality is the principal pillar of the Welfare State, 
the welfare state and substantive equality go hand-in-hand.

III. In Part two of this course, we examined the idea of the Welfare 
State and described its origin and its future, as well as the traditional 
struggle between individual liberty and the common good. We began 
with the history of the Welfare State, discussing its origins in the 
appearance of social rights, a new category of rights beyond the liberal 
and traditional negative rights. Generally speaking, social rights are 
those rights that the citizens can claim against the State on several 
social areas such as health, education, employment, housing or social 
security. Although the negative rights tend to be rights of protection 
of the citizen against the State, in order to protect his own privacy, 
property, and freedom to self-development, social rights are positive 
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rights that claim for an action from the State in social areas. Therefore, 
the rise of social rights laid the groundwork for the development of 
the Welfare State. In that context, we recollected the principal legal 
landmarks that introduced the idea of social rights, namely the Mexican 
Constitution of 1917 and the German Constitution (Constitution of 
Weimar) of 1919 that universalized the idea of social rights and created 
the modern concept of Welfare State. 

Taking these developments into account, we described the European 
Social Model alongside its legal framework in an attempt to understand 
its core characteristics. Nevertheless, we also highlighted that even 
in Europe we can find huge differences between the Welfare State 
regimes expressed in European countries. Thus, although we described 
the Welfare State as a whole and highlighted its main and common 
characteristics, we also tried to distinguish between different models 
of the Welfare State, which we separated into the Scandinavian Model, 
the Continental Model, the Anglo-Saxon Model and the Mediterranean 
Model. As we had done in the first part of the course, we also studied 
the most prominent thinkers of the Welfare State regimes, while 
also examining the arguments of those that criticize this model of 
government and this type of regime. Thus, we studied the backlash 
movement against the Welfare State regime and tried to understand its 
reasons, generally based on moral values and on the problems related 
to its own financial sustainability. As we did during the first part of the 
course, we also described the legal frameworks on which the Welfare 
State is based. In this vein, we read a handful of twentieth century 
constitutional texts, trying to highlight the difference between negative 
rights, that characterize economically liberal systems, and social rights, 
that are found in social democratic Welfare State regimes. 

Finally, we debated the future of the Welfare State, the reaction 
against this type of regime and eventually the necessity of its recast. We 
also tried to understand how the differences between liberal regimes 
and social model regimes can be important in terms of the quality and 
the consolidation of freedom and Democracy. This is a point worth 
reiterating – all the discussions we had during the course were based on 
prerequisite support for democracy and its fundamentals values based 
on freedom and liberty. 


