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In the language and literature of politics there are 
few concepts at once as important and as confused as 
the idea of human rights. 

The testimony to its importance is convincing. 
Countless men have died in the name of human rights. 
Entire societies have been formed with some vision of 
human rights as the central social creed, while other 
soeieties have been thoroughly disrupted by  internal 
elements pursuing such rights. And today the poli- 
tics of many nations and much of the politics among 
nations is carried on in verbal categories of human 
rights. 

But if the significance of the notion of human rights 
is evident, the fact of disagreement about its meaning 
is no less clear. There are radically diverse judgments 
about the origins of human rights: do they in some 
sense inhere in men, or are all rights simply the acci- 
dental derivatives of peculiar historical circumstances? 
When men claim this or that condition as a right, 
is this claim really anything more than interest masked 
in ideology? Even among men who share a common 
belief about the source of rights, there are great dif- 
ferences concerning the validity of specific rights and 
even greater differences regarding the priorities 
among particular agreed-upon rights. And perhaps 
most crucially for our own time, men disagree funda- 
mentally about whether there is a viable notion of 
personal rights or only rights of classes or masses. 

To do a critical sorting-out of these conflicting 
judgments is obviously a task worth doing, but i t  can- 
not be the task of this essay. Rather, it will be neces- 
sary to provide a definition of the specific meaning 
here attached to the term ‘ h m a n  rights,” and then 
to ask how, if at all, Christian teaching relates to this 
key concept. 

For political understanding, this might be a helpful 
usage: human rights may be understood as human 
needs or values whose moment has come in history 
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for at least some people. The claimed right, in this 
sense, is a formalized request or demand that society 
recognize the legitimacy of some felt need or, perhaps, 
that society not only recognize but actually fulfill the 
need. One response to such a definition may be that 
it is so broad as to blur the most important questions 
concerning human rights. Indeed, this is true, and 
designedly so. Any definition of this concept must be 
over-arching, or pay the penalty of ignoring much 
current discussion of human rights. 

Underpinning this broad definition of human rights 
are several judgments about the appearance in history 
of the needs which the claimed rights represent. 
First, it seems clear that similar human values may 
be proclaimed as human rights from and because of 
quite different ethical perspectives. Thus, for example, 
the “right to be educated may, with equal logic, be 
rooted in a personalist humanism, or in a mass human- 
itarianjsm. In such a case, the motives or starting 
points may be radically different one from the other, 
but the actual human conditions sought may bear 
striking resemblances. Such unintended congruences 
are of immense importance for the Christian when he 
turns to the question of what concretely to do about 
human rights. 

A second assertion is that the human needs or 
values which are elevated to the status of “rights” 
(somebody’s claimed rights) change from time to 
time as do the priorities and intensities among them. 
The “Rights of Englishmen,” for instance, expanded 
in time and took on new meanings over centuries. 
Magna Cum, though absolutely crucial to the growth 
of constitutionalism and the relatively happy politics 
deriving from it, was extremely limited and highly 
negative, concerned as it was with restraint upon 
arbitrary central authority. Though that conception 
of rights remains essential to the spirit of British and, 
indeed, Western politics, the intervening years have 
found the notion of rights being applied more and 
more to such things as social and economic justice 
which the restrained government is expected to pro- 
mote. In these terms of change, we may note that 
the right to be educated is a classic and characteristic 
example of the modem notion of rights. 

All of which is to say simply that implicit in the 



notion of human rights is a relativity touching even 
their sum and substance. Yet this relativity does not 
negate essential’ qualitative differences among the 
human-values-claimed-as-rights. Though politically 
all rights may be seen as historical and circumstantial, 
some impress the observer as answering more funda- 
mental human needs than others. The right to free 
speech and the right to jury trial are alike in that 
both emerge from historical development, but jury 
trial is only a method or device for attaining a su- 
perior value and may find a substitute without great 
damage; while freedom of speech strikes so close to 
what man is and must be that the mind boggles at 
trying to conceive of a substitute. 
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Thus we observe that not all “rights” are of equal 
value. More important, at some moments in time it 
is the paramount task of politics precisely to deter- 
mine what, for a particular society, the priorities 
among various claimed rights should be, But this in 
turn suggests a further sense in which all rights are 
both relative and identical. That is, they all seek their 
realization in and are basically dependent upon the 
framework of political guarantees that exists within 
a given society. In the political community there 
will be multiple values, and many will be asserted as 
rights. Even abstractly there will be conflicts among 
these assertions; and concretely, men will disagree 
about their importance or their reality. If, then, we 
are to discern the role of Christianity and Christians 
in the achievement of human rights, we need to ex- 
amine more deeply the political context within which 
the actual struggle for rights goes on. What are the 
dominant characteristics of this context, and what role 
for Christians is suggested by them? 

Even a cursory examination of the characteristics of 
international and national politics, and of politics in 
general, strongly suggests that the role of the organ- 
ized Churches in advancing human rights can only 
be a limited one. But if limited, this role may never- 
theless be crucial, and if the limited role is to be 
fulfilled, it is imperative that we identify the confines 
of the possible. 

Pope John’s Pacem in Terris and the Vatican Coun- 
cil’s Constitution on the Church in the Modern World 
are addressed to all men-to the world. That is as it 
should be, but it is also in a sense illusory. For per- 
haps the first thing that would impress an objective 
observer-a Martian, let us say-about the earth is 
that there is hardly a world at all. Instead, this ob- 
server would note that there are many “worlds,” 
though exactly how many would depend on the de- 
fining tool the observer employed. If he had recently 

read Jean Bodin, he might characterize the earth as 
being populated by 130+ worlds, to correspond with 
the exact number of political sovereignties presently 
abounding. And though modern political science 
would instruct him :about the limitations on the no- 
tion of sovereignty-“no nation can do whateyer it 
likes, all nations are influenced by others”-he would 
observe nonetheless that such limitations are primarily 
in the order of relative power, not intentional or na- 
tional thrust. 

He would note, in short, that while individual na- 
tions are constantly concerned with their “national 
self-interest” or common good, and while some have 
been able to define and achieve this condition toler- 
ably well, there is little in the way of a universal 
common good defined, achieved, or even sought after. 

There is, indeed, perhaps no more of this than what 
we hope is a common desire not to see the earth de- 
stroyed. A Christian, who seemingly is called to trans- 
cend national boundaries at least to the extent of 
recognizing all men as brothers, or any other person 
who universalizes his human obligations, may well 
look upon this political fragmentation as destructive 
of deeper ethical needs of man, and may seek to pro- 
mote more and more positive common interests or 
goods among all men. He may search the history of 
the nation-state phenomenon and conclude that the 
most important reasons and justifications for its exist- 
ence are eroding, and that the nation-state system is 
now basically self-sustaining and self-justifying. He 
may see the desirability and remotely the possibility of 
moving from nation-states to a larger, even all-inclu- 
sive community of mankind that would parallel his 
view of his own relationship to all his brothers. But 
even such a telos must be conditioned by the fact that 
for the present, essentialIy anarchic states seek un- 
common common goods narrowly defined, and that 
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these same states must be primary agents for what- 
ever degree of world interest is actually to be pro- 
moted. 

To complicate matters finally, it is necessary to 
observe that political multiplicity often represents 
much more than simply accidental boundaries im- 
posed upon a larger culture which is essentially homo- 
geneous-as may be said, for example, of Europe. 
Even if our Martian rejected sovereignty as his organ- 
izing concept, he could hardly ignore that portion of 
political diversity which actually represents profound 
cultural differences. And even less could he overlook 
the clash of conflicting ideologies which, whether 
“truly held” or only draped over national interests, 
tend to fan the fires of inter-nation discord. 

Thus, even if Christianity spoke to the world with 
one voice on human rights and the political good, it 
would have to be aware that there were many listen- 
ers, each exercising its human prerogative to hear 
what it wants to hear. And if this does not adequately 
portray the difficulties of “speaking to the nations,” 
then an equally brief examination of the nations them- 
selves might. 

In surveying the arena of international politics, one 
may legitimately speak of nations as parts of a system. 
But when one steps into the nation itself a quite dif- 
ferent perspective is required. If nation-state sov- 
ereignty means subdued anarchy at the international 
level, it means something quite different within a given 
nation. Very simply it means that the nation in ques- 
tion is a free agent, free, that is, in the sense of self- 
directing and self-defining. Within the limits of its 
power, it can do practically what it pleases. Looked 
at differently, it recognizes no authority, moral or 
otherwise, as its superior. 

The actual confines of this freedom appear fairly 
promptly when a nation’s foreign policy is analyzed. 
Even the super-powers operate within fairly strict 
limits of their own potential and the counter-potential 
of other states. Thus, the United States could practi- 
cally limit the Soviet Union by containment, but could 
not practically go beyond containment to “roll-back,” 
even if abstractly such had been desirable. And what 
is true of major powers is doubly true of lesser powers. 
Further, one may recognize with Hans Morgenthau 
and the school of political realism that many techni- 
cally “do-able” things would actually be counter- 
productive in terms of national interest, and that this 
notion of national interest is also a kind of limitation 
on national initiatives or freedom. Even granting these 
points, however, it remains true that even in its foreign 
policy a nation has wide latitude to define its own 
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role and, indeed, even to specify for itself what its 
national interest is. One may say from a national inter- 
est perspective that, e.g., the U.S. should do such and 
such, but one can hardly say it must, and even less 
say that it will. 

But the full meaning of the modem nation-states’ 
freedom is not seen until one looks at its potential 
within its own confines. Those who possess authority 
arid exercise power in the state, whether they be a 
Nazi Party or a democratic majority, confront only 
the limitations of their own imaginations and self- 
restraints, and the physical capacity available to them. 
The differences between a Hitler and a majority are 
vast and demonstrable, and there is no suggestion 
here that on balance they are much the same. On the 
contrary, a democratic process in the very character 
of its operation tends toward humaneness by contrast 
with authoritarian and totalitarian systems. Yet the 
fact remains that no extra-political guarantees exist in 
any state system. One shudders when thinking of 
Hitler’s Final Solution to the Jewish Problem and 
Stalin’s order to “Liquidate the Kulaks as a class,” and 
is not much relieved when his thoughts turn to South 
Africa’s Apartheid or even the often absent-minded 
but truly harmful racial policies of the United States’ 
last hundred years, Thus the point is not, as some today 
seem to suggest, that one system is as bad as another, 
but ra&er that any state has some potential for human 
destructiveness; and this potential is illustrative of the 
basic freedom of the modern nation-state operating 
within its own confines. 

This sense of limitlessness is augmented by several 
of the present century’s most characteristic features. 
As secularism and ethical pluralism become more and 
more dominant, the sphere of the politically possible 
broadens. That is to say, the goals which government 
may pursue are less and less foreordained-instead, 
the goals themselves, and not just the techniques, in- 
creasingly become legitimate objects of political dis- 
cussion, debate, and action. This is not put forth as a 
warning or an ominous sign, but simply as an assertion 
about facts. When the political society admits no 
authority beyond itself, then the political process not 
only implements values, but provides them as well. 
If the process is a representative one, it will be tied 
to its community in formalizing social values, of course. 
But strictly speaking, nothing limits the community 
or the majorities that form within it. 

To this general condition of value-openness, one 
needs to add the ingredient of modem technological 
capability. Hitler’s Final Solution was, among other 
things, technically feasible, as would be the “sohition” 
of the Negro Problem in the United States by trans- 
planting or liquidation. Science made possible the 



practical elimination of polio, and that same science 
now makes possible the elimination of unwanted or 
predictably defective fetuses. Hopefully, nothing will 
be done just because it can be done, but the fact re- 
mains that whether to do any or all of these things 
is for the modem, free society (if not for individuals) 
always an open question. While some of these ques- 
tions may be answered more easily than others, none 
is answered a priori or by a superior, outside insti- 
tution. 

And finally in this context one should note certain 
repercussions which flow from the condition of repre- 
sentative democracy. A dominant fact of such systems 
is the difficulty of assessing moral responsibility within 
them. In the age of kings, society found it difficult if 
not impossible to make the monarch politically re- 
sponsible, but there could be little question about 
moral responsibility for state actions in such a situa- 
tion. In the age of democracy, men have devised many 
ways, some more effective than others, of promoting 
the political responsibility of governors to governed, 
but one effect has been to blur and diffuse the ultimate 
moral responsibility for political acts. The democratic 
representative has an obligation not unlike the king’s 
to seek the common good, but he must seek it and 
simultaneously conform himself to what he takes to be 
the limits of public opinion. Those limits may be 
flexible, and he by teaching and leading will in fact 
help to set them. But while he can lead, he cannot 
for long say “the public be damned,” even if, as the 
case may be, “the public is.a beast.” 

These are some of the most prominent character- 
istics of contemporary politics, and any Church aspir- 
ing to speak to politics ought to recognize them. If it 
does, these special characteristics will be seen as both 
limits on the Church’s role in politics, and as direc- 
tives regarding how that role might fruitfully be ful- 
filled. 

One central characteristic of politics invites and 
even necessitates a religious-political inter-action: 
both the state and the church have as their concern the 
good for men. Making ultimate and definitive policy 
for its society is the task of the state; and such policy 
has to do with human value, defining that value when 
social members are unable to do it voluntarily. Politics 
concerns the quality of human life precisely when al- 
ternative and conflicting views of that quality are at 
issue. 

In one sense, then, politics involves the determining 
of vzlue priorities within and for society. But it is 
more than just a hierarchical ordering of values or 
principles. I t  seeks additionally to harmonize multiple 
values which are regularly conflicting. Without suc- 
cumbing to a simple relativism in which all values 
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are taken to be of equal importance (or unimpor- 
tance), politics nonetheless strives to refrain from any 
single-value theory, in which the preferred position is 
taken also to be the excltrsioe position. 

This may be asserted, for example, as the core of 
democratic political activity. Priorities do have ,to be 
set, specific decisions do have to be made, and on 
these specific decisions there will inevitably be “win- 
ners” and “losers.” But neither the win nor the loss 
tends to be complete or final. And this is so not be- 
cause democratic citizens fail to take their principles 
seriously, but rather because they have elevated an- 
other principle to a position of primacy: in respect of 
human equality and dignity, democratic politics tries 
to distinguish between “true” and “truly held” prin- 
ciples. And a kind of legitimacy is granted to the 
latter irrespective of the “truth” expressed by the 
position, just because the citizen is seen as significant 
by the very fact of what he is. Thus the state must, 
in ultimate issues, be the arbiter of the humanly true 
and humanly good, but it must not be the Fountain 
of Truth. Particularly is this so in this age of technical 
potential for absolutism. 

All of which is to say that politics-though incorpo- 
rating principles and values in policy, and always 
searching for them-is not just the identification of 
values abstractly; nor is it, values in hand, simply an 
exegetical, deductive process of drawing policy from 
principle. It includes these things, but it is simultane- 
ously an’ordering and integrating of many values, and 
a testing of them in the concrete situation. And it is 
important to note that the political process attends to 
issues not singly and in isolation, but attends to many 
related issues at once. Looked at in this manner, the 
political act of judging what to do here, now, is 
seen to be a unique act. And related to this uniqueness, 
it has also a certain autonomy. But though necessarily 
autonomous, the sensitive political order is also open 
to value teaching from many sources. Precisely be- 
cause the political order does not claim truth, it awaits 
specification about the good for society in particular 
circums tances. 

(To be concluded) 
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